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ABSTRACT 
Never Married Heterosexual Black Male-Female Intimate Romantic Experiences:  
A Phenomenological Study  
Christiana Ibilola Awosan, MA 
Kenneth V. Hardy, PhD., Supervisor 
 
 
 
 
The diminishing rates of marriage and proliferation of individuals who are unmarried in 
the United States have greatly altered the makeup of heterosexual intimate pair bonding 
in the general population. For Blacks in the United States, these circumstances are more 
profound. Over the past decades, the precipitous decline in Black marriages and the 
salient upsurge of never married Blacks have stimulated much theoretical focus but few 
empirical research studies on Black adults’ heterosexual coupling unions have been 
undertaken (Camp, 2002; Dixon, 2009; Pinderhughes, 2002; Tucker, 2003). In order to 
fill the empirical gaps regarding heterosexual coupling unions among Blacks, this 
qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study explored the experiences of 26 never 
married Black men and women (ages 25-35) in their attempts to cultivate and maintain 
intimate romantic relationships. Through in-depth, open-ended individual interview 
approach, this phenomenological study, guided with the theoretical frameworks of 
Africana Womanism (Hudson-Weems, 2008) and Symbolic Interactionism (Charon, 
2007), sought to capture and understand how participants described and interpreted their 
intimate romantic coupling experiences and relationships. The findings illustrated that the 
overwhelming majority of the participants desired to be married or be involved in a long-
term secure and intimate romantic relationship. The majority of the participants felt that 
the initial stage of cultivating romantic relationships began with strong unspoken 
connection and passion because of their common Black racial identity, background and 
 xi 
culture. Furthermore, participants expressed that their racial location and history in 
society also contributed to the difficulties that they experienced in maintaining an 
intimate romantic relationship. Participants contextualized their experiences of 
cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationships within social-historical 
context of the imposition of whiteness, the residual effects of slavery around skin color 
and emotional alienation between Black men and women; socio-cultural context of the 
rarity of long-term, positive quality Black marriages and relationships as well as 
internalized racial stereotypes; and socio-structural context of gender imbalance in 
educational, income and career achievements. The findings illustrated that as a result of 
pairing within these socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural contexts, never 
married heterosexual Black men and women appeared to be coupling within a shame-
based racial context. Participants, therefore, described their experienced coupling 
processes to be difficult and labor intensive. Given these revealing findings, implications 
for future research, clinical training and practice, and social policy are provided.  
 
 
1 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Statement of Problem 
Historically, the relationship between Black men and women has been described 
as conflictual and tense (Aborampha, 1989; Bethea, 1995; Dixon, 2007, 2009; Franklin, 
2000; Harper, 2009; hooks, 2001; Patterson, 1998; Pinderhughes, 2002; Staples, 1979). 
Numerous studies have suggested that lower marriage rates, higher divorce and 
separation rates, and higher rates of singleness are common among all Americans 
regardless of race (Davis, Williams, Emerson & Hourd-Bryant, 2000; Patterson, 1998). 
However, according to Cherlin (1992), Davis et al. (2000) and Gillum (2007), Blacks 
tend to have a much lower marriage rate, higher divorce and separation rates, and higher 
rates of singleness compared to other racial groups in the United States. The decline in 
Black marriages and the increased rate of never marrieds among this population may 
have great implications on the mental, emotional, and relational well-being and 
functioning of Black male-female relationships as well as Black families and 
communities (Bethea, 1995; Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Pinderhughes, 2002; Staples, 1981).  
 The chapter explored the shifting culture of heterosexual unions in the general 
population in the United States. Discussion on the decline of marriage rates and the rise 
in heterosexual cohabitations will further elucidate the changing phases of heterosexual 
pair bonding and the ways in which these changes have affected the rise in the never-
married population among Blacks. Also, a brief explanation of the factors that influence 
the reasons for the drop in the marriage rate and increase of never marrieds among Blacks 
in the past years will be provided. Additionally, this chapter contains brief explanation of 
the goals of the study, overview of the study, the research questions, as well as theoretical 
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underpinnings utilized to explore this empirical investigation. Finally, the relevance of 
this study to the field of Couple and Family Therapy is discussed. 
The Phenomenon in Broader Social Context 
In the past decade, there has been an immense emphasis on the union of couples 
in the United States. Much of this focus is due to the apparent shift in coupling formation 
in the nation. Many scholars have asserted that the metamorphosis of pair bonding in the 
United States is evident in the decline in marriage; increased rates of divorce and age of 
first marriage; and the prevalent of cohabitation and same-sex relationships (Cherlin, 
2004, 2010; Fincham & Beach, 2010;Teachman, Tedrow & Crowder). 
Specifically, the decline in marriages, rise of divorces and cohabitations have 
created concerns and raised significant questions among experts about the state and 
survival of marital unions and nature of bond pairing in the United States (Cherlin, 2010). 
According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2010a), marital unions have decreased from 
61.9% in 1990 to 57.3% in 2008, while divorce rates have increased from 8.3% in 1990 
to 10.4% in 2008. Marital conflicts, lower levels of marital quality and satisfaction are 
recognized as some of the contributing factors to the weakening of marriages (Fincham & 
Beach, 2010). In attempts to strengthen marital bond among Americans, the Healthy 
Marriage Initiative (HMI) under the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 appropriated $150 
million of U.S. federal funding each year for pre-marriage and married couples on 
marriage education and fatherhood (Fincham & Beach, 2010 and Administration for 
Children and Families, 2007).  
Consequently, the retreat from marriage among the general population has 
produced a much needed focus on the stability and quality of marital unions. In addition, 
numerous scholars postulated that the changing in coupling formation over the past 
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decades implies that many individuals are establishing romantic relationships outside of 
marital unions such as cohabitation. Heterosexual cohabitation has become a common 
landscape in the arena of intimate partnering in the United States. According to the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census (2010), there has been a 13% increase in the number of 
heterosexual cohabiting couples between 2009 and 2010 – approximation of 6.7 million 
in 2009 to 7.5 million in 2010.  
Although there is a rise in heterosexual cohabiting unions in the United States, 
according to Cherlin (2010), Americans are cohabiting at a much shorter rate than those 
in other Western countries. On average, the duration of cohabitating union for never 
married women in the U.S. is about 14 months (Cherlin, 2010) in comparison to 27 
months in Germany, 40 months in Canada and 51 months in France (Heuveline & 
Timberlake, 2004). Heuveline and Timberlake (2004) speculated that shortened longevity 
of cohabiting relationship for most Americans is associated with the fact that cohabitation 
in the U.S. is more of an alternative to singlehood rather than marriage. Moreover, the 
nature of cohabiting union is cloaked in the argument that this pair-bonding provides 
diverse functions for individuals. For Carr and Springer (2010) cohabitation is a 
marriage-like relationship with marriage-like benefits such as economic cooperation, 
while Heuveline and Timberlake (2004) argued that it reflects a single-like relationship 
that exhibits characteristic behaviors of a dating single relationship.  
Carr and Springer (2010) asserted that most studies have found that cohabitating 
individuals fare better than unpartnered individuals in terms of mental and physical 
health; however, when compared to married individuals, cohabitors tend to exhibit more 
depressive symptoms, higher suicidal risk and substance abuse. Teachman, Tedrow and 
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Crowder (2000) have postulated that non-marital unions are less stable and often riddled 
with poorer relationship quality than marital unions. Hence, as inevitable changes persist 
in the coupling formation in the United States, the ambiguity as to whether cohabitating 
partnerships fulfill the same functions as marital relationships calls for an urgent focus on 
the nature of coupling relationships among unmarried individuals. 
Narrow Scope of Statement of Problem  
 Indeed, diminishing rates of marriage and proliferation of individuals who are 
unmarried are greatly altering the makeup of pair bonding in the general population; 
these circumstances, however, are more pronounced among Blacks in the United States. 
Many scholars have articulated that compared to other races in the United States, Blacks 
tend to have a much lower marriage rate, higher divorce and separation rates, and higher 
rates of never married individuals (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Dixon, 2009; Franklin, 2000; 
Patterson, 1998). Dixon (2009) asserted that the dwindling rates of Black marriages have 
consistently been below White marriages since the 1950s and that, as a result, marriage 
has become a “minority life style” for Blacks (McAdoo, 2007, p. 145). According to 
Dixon (2009) 64% of adult African Americans were married in 1970 compared to 32% in 
2004. Bryant et al. (2010) underscored that the rate of marriage for Blacks is noticeably 
lower in comparison to the rates for Asians, Latino/as and Whites. In 2008, 37% of Black 
women were married, compared to 65% of Asian women, 57% of Latina and 58% of 
White women, while 44% of Black men were married, compared to 65% of Asian men, 
56% of Latino and 61% of White men (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2010a). These data 
corroborate the growing concern both in the academic world and mainstream society that 
Black marriages are becoming obsolete.  
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Evidence has shown that the decline in marriage among Blacks is largely due to 
the striking increase in the amount of never married Black adults in the past decades 
(Patterson, 1998; Teachman, et al., 2000; Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1995). Teachman, 
et al.  postulated that the proportion of women who are single into their mid-30s in the 
past decades is characterized by a specific group—Black women. They reported that 
from 1975 to 1998, the percentage of ever married Black women by age 35 to 39 dropped 
from nearly 90% to over 65%, while the percentage for ever married Latina and White 
women within the same age range declined by about 7 percent. According to the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census (2011), 70.5% of Black women between the ages of 25 to 29 were 
never married in 2009 compared to 51.6% of Asian, 43.3% of White and 36.8% of Latina 
women. In the same year, 53.6% of Black women between the ages of 30 to 34 were 
never married compared to 11.8% of Asian, 22% of White and 27.2% of Latina women 
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2011). Such data confirms experts’ estimation that one in 
three Black women may never marry, which may explain the large number of non-marital 
cohabitating unions among Blacks, compared to other races (Dickson, 1993). It seems 
that there is an inverse relationship between the lower rate of Black marriages and higher 
rate of never married Black adults who are often categorized as unmarried population.  
Even though the rates of divorce have increase among Blacks in the past decades, 
relative to the rates of never married Black adults, the numbers involved are small. 
During the 1990s, the divorce rate for the general population increased by 1.3%, while it 
only increased by 1% for Black couples (McLoyd, Cauce, Takeuchi & Wilson, 2000; 
Bryant et al., 2010). From 1990 to 2008, there was an increase of 1.5% in the rates of 
divorce for Blacks and 2.1% for the general population and about 2% decrease in the rate 
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of widowed Blacks and 1.2% decrease for widowed in the general population (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, 2010a). In the same period (1990-2008), 6.2% of Blacks were 
never married, compared to 2% in the general population (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
2010a). Thus, experts have contended that the raise in unmarried population for Black 
adults is more of the result of the large proposition of never married Black adults rather 
than divorces or widowed rates (Bryant et al., 2010; Ellwood & Crane, 1990; Patterson, 
1998; Teachman, et al., 2000; Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1995).  
According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2010a), 72% of Blacks are never 
married between the ages of 25 and 29 years old, compared to 56% of Asians, 54% of 
Latino/a and 52% of Whites. As the average age of first marriage increases for most 
Americans to about 30 years (Goodwin, McGill & Chandra, 2009), 53% of Blacks 
between the ages of 30 and 34 years old are still never married, while this number is 24% 
for Asians, 34% for Latino/a and 29% for Whites (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2010a). 
Additionally, within the age ranges of 35-39 and 40-44 years old, the percentage of never 
married Black is 38% and 33% respectively, compared to 16% and 12% of never married 
Asians; 23% and 20% of never married Latino/a; and 18% and 14% never married 
Whites (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2010a). With these disparities in marital status by 
race, scholars have speculated that Blacks are likely to spend a significant amount of their 
lives single whether as unpartnered, or serial partnered non-cohabitors, non-serial 
partnered cohabitors and serial partnered cohabitors (Bethea, 1995; Marsh, Darity, 
Cohen, Casper & Salters, 2007; Pinderhughes, 2002; Staples, 1981). Over the past 
decades, the precipitous decline in Black marriages and the salient upsurge of never 
married Blacks have stimulated much theoretical focus but few empirical research on 
7 
Black adults’ heterosexual coupling unions (Camp, 2002; Dixon, 2009; Pinderhughes, 
2002; Tucker, 2003).  
Across all races, research on non-martial romantic relationships mainly focuses 
on the transition to marriage (Lincoln, Taylor & Jackson, 2008). Even though these 
studies provide significant information regarding factors that influence marriage entry; 
however, they provide little understanding about the coupling process and romantic 
relationships among unmarried adults, whose relationships may or may not end in 
marriage (Lincoln, Taylor & Jackosn, 2008). Particularly, much of the theoretical and 
empirical literature on Black heterosexual romantic relationships focus on marriage, i.e., 
types of marriage; likelihood of remarry; and duration, stability and quality of marriage 
(Allen & Olson, 2001; Brown, 2000; Bumpass, 1998; Harknett & McLanahan, 2004; 
Lincoln & Chae, 2010). Nevertheless, more empirical work is needed on Black 
marriages, especially in the field of Couple and Family Therapy. Similar to empirical 
studies on marriages, the little research available on heterosexual coupling relationships 
among unmarried individuals mainly focuses on Whites or comparative analysis of Black 
and White. Bryant et al. (2010) stated that “the relatively little attention paid to [Black] 
marriages and the tendency to compare [Black] relationships with those of Whites has led 
many researchers to overlook or negate the [coupling] experiences of Blacks” (p. 158). 
Hence, more empirical research on the coupling process and romantic relationships of 
Blacks, particularly never married heterosexual Blacks is needed.  
Despite the prevalence of singlehood among Black adults, some studies have 
shown that most Black men and women do desire to be married or be involved in stable 
romantic relationships (Davis, Williams, Emerson & Hourad-Bryant, 2000; Tucker & 
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Mitchell-Kernan, 1995; Tucker & Taylor, 1997). This is probably reflected in the amount 
of non-marital opposite sex cohabitating unions among never married Blacks, particularly 
among Black women in which 69% had cohabited between 1987-2008 (NCFMR, Family 
Profiles, 2009). However, studies have found that cohabiting relationships among Blacks 
is short lived, compared to those of other races, Blacks are less likely to convert this type 
of union into marriage (Patterson, 1998). Even so, majority of heterosexual Black men 
and women still aspire to be involved in secure intimate relationships. In a quantitative 
cross-sectional study, Davis et al. (2000) found that more than 90 percent of their sample 
of Black singles expressed a desire to marry and maintain a satisfying exclusive romantic 
relationship. Unfortunately, for many Black men and women nurturing this desire into 
reality has been challenging. Given the large proportion of never married Black men and 
women who desire to establish stable romantic relationships, it is critical to empirically 
understand the process and experiences of courtship among this population.   
Many intellectuals have asserted that the discrepancy between the high rates of 
never married Blacks and their expressed desire to be in romantic relationships is due to 
socio-historical, socio-cultural, and social structural  factors (Aborampah, 1989; Davis et 
al., 2000; Dixon, 2007, 2007; Franklin, 2000; Patterson, 1989; Pinderhughes, 2002). 
Factors such as the legacy of slavery on Black male-female relationship; institutionalized 
racism and sexism; male to female ratio imbalances; internalized stereotypes; gender 
imbalance in terms of economic and educational status between men and women; and 
few models of stable marital/couple relationships within Black communities are said to 
fuel the conflictual relations between Black men and women, thus contributing to the 
prevalence of singleness among Black men and women (Franklin, 2000; Lawrence-
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Webb, Littlefield & Okundaye, 2004; Pinderhughes, 2002; Staples & Johnson, 1993; 
Staples, 1979). Furthermore, scholars maintained that the detrimental effects of the above 
socio-historical, socio-cultural, and socio-structural factors weaken the quality and 
stability of Black male-female romantic relationships (Akbar, 1996; Franklin, 2000; 
Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield & Okundaye, 2004; Pinderhughes, 2002; Patterson, 1998, 
T’Shaka, 2001; Staples & Johnson, 1993).  
Numerous theoreticians have theorized about the ways in which the 
aforementioned conceptual factors (socio-historical, socio-cultural, and socio-structural) 
influence the establishment and maintenance of romantic relationship among 
heterosexual Black men and women (Akbar, 1996; Dixon, 2009; Franklin, 2000; 
Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield & Okundaye, 2004; Pinderhughes, 2002; Patterson, 1998, 
T’Shaka, 2001; Staples & Johnson, 1993). Few empirical studies, however, have 
empirically explored the experiences of never married Black men and women in intimate 
non-marital heterosexual romantic relationships. In addition, few studies have examined 
never married Black men and women’s perspectives regarding the impact of socio-
cultural, socio-historical, and socio-structural factors on their experiences in intimate 
non-marital romantic relationships. Thus, the purpose of this phenomenological study is 
to fill the gap in the literature concerning never married heterosexual Black men and 
women’s experiences in cultivating and maintaining intimate non-marital romantic 
relationships.  
Aims of  Study 
Using the theoretical frameworks of Africana Womanism theory along with 
symbolic Interactionism, the aims of this qualitative design phenomenological study are 
to: 
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1. Explore the experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and women in 
cultivating and maintaining intimate non-marital romantic relationships. 
2. Identify the attitudes and beliefs of never married Black men and women 
regarding the ways in which socio-cultural, socio-historical and socio-structural 
factors explicated by scholars may influence their experiences in heterosexual 
non-marital romantic relationships. 
3. Further explore the desirability of never married Black men and women for 
involvement in secure intimate romantic relationships and/or marriage. 
Overview of  Study  
 The qualitative experiences of heterosexual Black men and women in non-marital 
romantic relationships were identified through the use of phenomenological research 
method. This qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study explored the experiences 
of approximately 26 never married heterosexual Black men and women in intimate 
romantic relationships. Through in-depth open-ended individual interview approach, this 
phenomenological study sought to capture and understand how participants perceive, 
describe, judge, remember, make sense of, feel and talk about their intimate romantic 
coupling experiences and relationships (Patton, 2002 & Daly, 2007). Hermeneutic 
phenomenology  enabled participants to give direct description and interpretation of lived 
and everyday lifeworld of their intimate non-marital romantic experiences and 
relationships (Daly, 2007), as well as participants’ perspectives of the ways in which 
socio-cultural, socio-historical, and institutional factors impact their experiences in such 
relationships.  
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Research Questions    
The primary research question that guided this study is: How do never married 
heterosexual Black men and women between the ages of 25 and 35 describe and interpret 
their experiences in attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships?  
Relevant sub-questions explored are: 1) What are Black men and women’s attitudes 
regarding the influence of socio-cultural, socio-historical and socio-structural factors such 
as legacy of slavery, gender role socialization, internalized racism and stereotypes etc. on 
their coupling processes?; 2) In what ways, if any, do these factors impact their 
experiences in their attempts to develop and sustain intimate non-marital romantic 
relationships? And 3) Do participants’ desire to be involved in secure intimate romantic 
relationship and/or marriage? Theoretical underpinnings and rationales for the central and 
secondary questions of this study will be further expounded upon in the next chapter.    
Phenomenology 
Phenomenology is a philosophy and also a research approach initiated by Edmund 
Husserl to understand how objects, action and events appear in the consciousness, 
preconscious and unconscious (i.e. real or imagined, empirically measurable or 
subjectively felt) processes of a person (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003; van Manen, 1990).  
Phenomenology describes the meaning of several individuals lived experiences of a 
phenomenon or concept. According to Moustakas (1994), the description of the 
phenomenon consists of “what” persons experienced and “how” they experienced it 
(Creswell, 2007, p.58). In this study, phenomenology was used as a methodology to 
explore the phenomenon of never-married Black men’s and women’s experiences 
regarding intimate romantic relationships. Phenomenology is a way to see the world 
anew as it really is rather than the way it is constructed (Gearing, 2004). This 
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methodology allows the researcher to look beyond constructions, preconceptions and 
assumptions in search of the essences of the lived experience. Thus, phenomenology fits 
the exploration of the lived experiences of Black men and women’s coupling process 
and/or engagement in committed romantic relationship. Particularly, the usage of 
hermeneutical phenomenology (van Manen, 1990) allows for both description and 
interpretation of the lived experiences of Black men and women’s coupling and 
engagement in exclusive committed romantic relationship. 
Overview of Theoretical Frameworks Guiding this Study 
Africana Womanism 
Africana Womanism and Symbolic Interactionism theoretical frameworks were 
utilized in exploring the experiences of Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationships. The fundamental exclusion of women of color from the feminist movement 
in the United States has ensued critics from both Black and White women regarding the 
movement’s appropriating social conditions of all women within Europeanized contexts 
and advocating solutions to these conditions within European paradigms (Dove, 1998; 
Few, 2007; hooks, 1981; 1984; Walker, 1983). White feminist ideology regarded men in 
a patriarchal society as hindrances and opponents to women’s liberation in a male-
dominated society. The social issues that women faced in society were considered to be 
created and maintained by men, and thus men were thought of as the primary oppressors 
of women within the White feminist movement (hooks, 1984). Hence, the agenda of the 
White feminist movement focused on gender equality and the emancipation of women 
from male domination in a white male patriarchal society that viewed women as the 
“other” (hooks, 1984).  
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Moreover, women of color, particularly Black women who were excluded from 
the traditional feminist movement, considered the social issues that they encountered to 
be related to gender, racial and class oppression (Collins, 2000; hook, 1984). Many 
advocated that the agenda, practice and theory of the traditional feminist movement did 
not represent the struggles, experiences and voices of Black women (Collins, 2000; 
hooks, 1984; Hudson-Weems, 1993). In order to recognize and acknowledge the 
struggles, voices and experiences of Black women and other women of color, Black 
feminist perspectives emerged along with the concept of womanist, which was introduced 
by Alice Walker (1983). Womanist or womanism became a branch of feminism within 
the Black feminist movement. The concept of womanism has been shaped by the work of 
women such as Alice Walker, Chickwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi, Ifi Amadiume, Mary E. 
Modupe Kolawole, Clenora Hudson-Weems and others (Dove, 1998).  
In her book, In search of our mother’s gardens: Womanist prose, Walker (1983) 
defined a womanist as a “Black feminist or feminist of color [who is] committed to the 
survival and wholeness of an entire people, both male and female” (p. i). Although 
Walker articulated that womanist is to Black “feminist as purple to lavender” (p. xii), 
some theorists, like Hudson-Weems (1993, 2008) prefer the term Africana womanism 
instead of womanism. Hudson-Weems construed that Walker’s concept and definition of 
womanist is synonymous to feminist, which still advocates and represents the agenda and 
ideological patterns of White feminist principles—which viewed men as the oppressor, 
women’s separation from men and gender equality as an end to sexist oppression 
(Collins, 2000; Hudson-Weems, 2001, 2008; hooks, 1984). In an effort to distinguish 
Black women’s pattern of liberation from Eurocentric feminism and to properly name as 
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well as define the experiences of Black women, Hudson-Weems severed from the 
feminist-womanist by establishing Africana Womanism theory (Hudson-Weems, 1993, 
2001, 2008).   
Hudson-Weems (2008) argued that Africana Womanism theory can be 
understood as an “evolutionary process of ideological growth and development for Black 
women’s movement [Black consciousness] from Black feminism to Africana womanism” 
(p. 30). According to Hudson-Weems (1993), Africana Womanism is located and rooted 
within Africana (continental Africa and the Diaspora—i.e., African American, 
Caribbean) philosophy and values, African-centered perspectives (i.e., Afrocentric) as 
well as Sojourner Truth’s self actualization oration And Ain’t I a Woman (Hudson-
Weems. 2008). She posited that Africana Womanism theory contains eighteen descriptors 
of Africana womanist, among which are self-namer and self-definer; family-centered; 
spiritual; flexible role players; male compatible; respected and recognized; respectful 
elders; whole and authentic; and mothering and nurturing. In her recent writing, she 
articulated additional eighteen descriptors of Africana womanist male counterpart, some 
of which includes: self-namer and self-definer; family-centered; respectful of elders; 
committed to struggle; flexible role player; respect for women; protector; supportive; and 
fathering and loving (Hudson-Weems, 2008). Some of the main tenets of this theory from 
both the female descriptors and male counterpart descriptors such as self-naming and 
self-definition, female-male compatibles and committed to struggle were used in 
exploring the main question of this proposed study (Hudson-Weems, 1993). For complete 
details of all the descriptors of Africana womanist theory (both female and male 
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descriptors), please refer to Hudson-Weems’ recent work, Africana Womanism & Race & 
Gender in the Presidential Candidacy of Barack Obama (Hudson-Weems, 2008).  
Although Black womanism emphasizes commitment to the survival and 
wholeness of both women and men, its synonymous with Black feminism, in that it is 
female-centered, differentiates it from Africana Womanism, which is family-centered 
(Hudson-Weems, 2008). Unlike Black feminism/womanism, which was tailored after 
White feminism in promoting gender issues as the main focus of its movement, Africana 
Womanism places emphasis on how race, class and gender oppression, respectively 
impacts the lives and relationships of both Black women and men (Hudson-Weems, 
2008). The theoretical framework underscores the importance of naming and defining the 
unique experiences, struggles, needs and desires of all women and men of African 
descent within their historical and cultural matrix (Hudson-Weems, 2008). Hence, 
employing Africana Womanism theory in this study allowed Black women and men to 
name, define, describe and interpret their attempts and experiences in intimate romantic 
relationships with one another. Additionally, Africana Womanism theory does not 
consider gender equality as the paramount source of empowerment for Black women at 
the expense of Black men. For this reason, the theory does not view Black men as the 
oppressor—enemy to Black women nor does it view Black women as the oppressed—the 
victim in relations to Black men, rather it regards global white supremacy ideology as the 
adversarial agent in the empowerment and survival of Black families and Black male-
female relationships (Hudson-Weems, 1993; 2008). Rooted in Africa’s ethos, Africana 
Womanism recognizes Black female and Black male as interconnected entities working 
collectively toward success, happiness and well-being of their relationships, families and 
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communities (Hudson-Weems, 2008). Thus, the theory stresses the significance of the co-
existence of Black men and women in a concerted struggle against racism, classism and 
sexism for the survival and libration of their families and communities.  
Although this theory prioritizes racism, classism and sexism, respectively, as the 
antagonistic forces in the lives of Black women and men, the theory also provides 
perspective on the ways in which gender oppression works in tandem with racial 
oppression between and against Black women and men, both within Black communities 
and in the larger society. This theoretical stance is self-critical, in that it acknowledges 
and challenges gender oppression and male chauvinism within Black communities, while 
also engaging Black men as allies in the struggles for liberation and familihood (Hudson-
Weems, 2008).  Particularly, this theoretical framework acknowledges the relational 
struggles within Black male-female relationships, the threat of male-domination within 
Black communities to Black male-female relationships and the importance of strengthen 
such relationships. Therefore, the usage of Africana Womanism theory permits for the 
exploration of the ways in which racism, classism and sexism impact the Black women’s 
and men’s attempts and experiences in cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships with one another. It should be noted that although Africana Womanism 
focuses on Black male-female romantic relationships, it pays lesser attention to same-sex 
relationships within the Black communities.  
Symbolic Interactionism 
In addition to Africana Womanism, the constructs of Symbolic Interaction theory 
also guided the exploration of this study. There are numerous contributors to the 
development of Symbolic Interaction theory (White & Klein, 2008). The work of George 
Herbert Mead was significantly attributed to the development of Symbolic Interaction 
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ideas (White & Klein, 2008). Symbolic Interaction theory provides context for the 
behaviors that people exhibit or experience in interactions with self and others (Charon, 
2007). The theory posits that human behavior is descriptive within a context and in order 
to understand the situation, one must recognize the individual’s interpretation or meaning 
he/she attached to the behavior (Charon, 2007). Therefore, understanding the romantic 
experiences of never married Black men and women requires an in-depth awareness of 
the physical and symbolic contexts of such experiences. Employing the assumptions and 
concepts of symbolic interactions allowed for an exploration of the coupling relationships 
and experiences of never married Blacks within a socio-historical, socio-cultural and 
present context.  
Ultimately, the integration of both Symbolic Interactionism and Africana 
Womanism theories aided in expounding Black men’s and women’s descriptions and 
interpretations of their experiences in romantic relationships as well as the ways in which 
socio-historical, socio-cultural, and social structural factors such as the residual of 
slavery, internalized stereotypes, sex ratio imbalance, racism and sexism impact their 
experiences in male-female romantic relationships.    
Significance for the Field of Couple and Family Therapy  
Much has been written about the connection between relational satisfaction and 
well-being, regarding heterosexual romantic relationships, particularly marital unions and 
cohabitations (Brock & Lawrence, 2008; Blackman, Clayton, Glen, Malone-Colon & 
Roberts, 2005; Kim & McKenry, 2002). Scholars have stated that the decline in Black 
marriages and the prevalence of singlehood among Blacks may have great consequences 
for the mental, emotional and relational well-being and functioning of Black male-female 
relationship as well as Black families and communities (Bethea, 1995; Blackman, 
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Clayton, Glenn, Malone-Colon & Roberts, 2005; Pinderhughes, 2002; Tucker, 2003). 
Previous studies have shown that increased well-being in intimate unions is linked to the 
ability to form and maintain happy and stable relationships (Bryant et al., 2010; Bryant & 
Conger, 2002; Kim & McKenry, 2002; Simon & Marcussen, 1999). Conversely, the 
inability to form and maintain happy and stable intimate unions may result in negative 
mental, social, behavioral, emotional, relational as well as financial outcomes. Thus, 
given the potential benefits and disadvantages entailed in forming and maintaining 
intimate unions, empirical research efforts on the coupling process and romantic 
relationships of Black men and women is greatly needed in the field of Couple and 
Family Therapy (CFT). Unfortunately, research on Black couple relationships, 
particularly non-marital intimate relationships among Black men and women have 
received scant attention in the field of CFT. 
The few studies on Black heterosexual romantic relationships indicate that marital 
quality and stability (and by extension male-female relationship) is filled with much 
discord and dissatisfaction (Kelly & Floyd, 2001; 2006; Murry, Brown, & Brody, 2001). 
Many have identified the ways in which society views Black male-female romantic 
relationships as weak, fractured, chaotic, hostile and embattled (Pinderhughes, 2002; 
Boyd-Franklin, 2000). Pinderhughes (2002) asserted that over the years, male-female 
relationships among Blacks have generated the most debate, pain, anger, anxiety and 
conflict than other issues in Black communities. Within this population, the male-female 
relationship has undergone greater structural and cultural stressors that make it difficult 
for Black men and women to sustain stable couple relationships. Numerous scholars have 
associated the prevalence of lower marital and romantic relational satisfaction and 
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stability among Blacks with many historical, cultural and social factors (Akbar, 1996; 
Bryant et al., 2010; Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Patterson, 1998). Given the systemic 
philosophical underpinnings of the field of CFT to understand human relationships within 
the context of the relationships, the field should be well equipped to systemically 
understand the obstacles that confront Black male-female relationships and the ways in 
which these challenges impact relational stability and satisfaction as well as 
psychological well-being of Black men and women. 
Given the copious hardships that many Black men and women encounter in their 
efforts to cultivate and nurture their desires to be involved in stable romantic 
relationships or marriages into realities, much research is needed in the areas of courtship 
and romantic relationships among Blacks. This study helps fill the gap in the field of CFT 
on the limited empirical studies on the coupling and romantic relationships and 
experiences of Black men and women. A phenomenological study on the coupling 
experiences of Black men and women can assist couple and family therapists (CFTs) in 
their awareness and understanding of the unique life circumstances that may impede and 
facilitate the establishment and sustainment of stable intimate relationships among Blacks 
adults. Additionally, the study provides CFTs with the knowledge of the intimate 
romantic experiences of never married Black men and women within their socio-
historical and socio-cultural contexts. Thus, an additional goal of this qualitative 
phenomenological study is to aid CFTs in providing effective therapeutic services to 
coupled and uncoupled Black men and women, to enable them to forestall challenges to 
relational stability in its various ramifications. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 The difficulties that Black men and women experience in their attempts to 
cultivate heterosexual romantic relationships may be demonstrated in the increase in 
singlehood, marital dissolutions, and single parent households headed by women and a 
growing proportion of men in recent decades (Camp, 2002). Recently, efforts to capture 
the intricacies of Black male-female romantic relationships have resulted in a growing 
concern and focus on singlehood and romantic relationships among Blacks in mainstream 
media. Segments such as the ABC Nightline Faceoff titled “Why Can’t a Successful 
Black Woman Find a Man?” which was aired in April 2010 and the October 2010 viral 
YouTube cartoon sensation titled “Black Marriage Negotiations” illustrated the lack of 
trust, pain, and miscommunication that Black men and women encounter in their pursuit 
to establish secure romantic relationships with one another. 
Undertakings such as actor Hill Harper’s (2009) book “The Conversation: How 
Black Men and Women Can Build Loving Trusting Relationships”, the creation of Black 
Marriage Day by Nisa Muhammad, and the recent launch of Ebony magazine’s 
(February, 2011) “The Ebony Partner Project” highlight the poignant focus that some in 
popular culture are placing on elucidating the obstacles and strengths in Black male-
female romantic relationships. It seems that certain individuals in popular culture are 
constructively shedding light on the numerous issues that many scholars have raised 
regarding Black male-female intimate romantic relationships for many decades. 
Numerous social scientists have theorized about the ways in which factors such as 
socio-historical, socio-cultural, and socio-structural factors influence intimate romantic 
relationships among heterosexual Black men and women (Akbar, 1996; Dixon, 2009; 
Franklin, 2000; Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, & Okundaye, 2004; Pinderhughes, 2002; 
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Patterson, 1998; T’Shaka, 2001; Staples & Johnson, 1993). Factors such as residual 
effects of slavery, institutionalized racism and sexism, male to female ratio imbalances, 
internalized stereotypes, gender socialization, gender imbalances in terms of the 
economic and educational status of men and women, and the few models of stable 
marital/couple relationships within Black communities are said to inform the state of 
Black male-female intimate romantic relationships (Akbar, 1996; Dixon, 2009; Franklin, 
2000; Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield & Okundaye, 2004; Pinderhughes, 2002; Staples & 
Johnson, 1993). This chapter will review the literature on the status of Black male-female 
relationships: the socio-historical, socio-cultural, socio-political, and structural factors 
that scholars have theorized as significant dynamics in Black male-female intimate 
romantic relationships. Review from the literature on the aforementioned factors is 
presented as the basis for the study.  
Historical Landscape of Studying Black Male-Female Relationships  
 In order to understand the complexity of heterosexual intimate pair-bonding 
among Blacks in the United States, a critical examination of the socio-historical, social 
structural and socio-cultural contexts of Blacks is essential. The disintegration of Black 
families and Black male-female relationships has been the focus of numerous 
theoreticians in both academia and in the mainstream media for many years. It is virtually 
impossible to speculate about the stability and quality of Black families, particularly 
Black male-female relationships, without underscoring the ways in which the structure 
and function of Black families have been conceptualized in social science over the years. 
In explicating the theoretical conceptualization of Black families in the United States, 
Dodson (2007) identified three different schools of thought. According to Dodson, the 
different schools of thought utilized to understand Black families are (a) the ethnocentric 
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school, (b) the cultural relativist school, and (c) a recent school of thought that focuses on 
the analysis of social class rather than the significance of race. An ethnocentric 
conceptualization views Black families within the prism of Eurocentric norms, values, 
attitudes, and behaviors. Dodson expounded on the idea that the ethnocentric paradigm is 
grounded in assimilationist ideology, which considers ways of life different from those of 
Western European descent from a negative, even deviant perspective. Sadly, this 
ethnocentric-Eurocentric notion has undergirded much of the theoretical and empirical 
writings and research on the lives of people of color, particularly Blacks in the United 
States.  
A prominent proponent of the ethnocentric school of thought in the study of Black 
families was social scientist E. Franklin Frazier (1894-1962).  E. Franklin Frazier and W. 
E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963) were two early Black social scientists who initiated 
theoretical and empirical investigations as a means for understanding Black families. 
Unlike DuBois, who was concerned with understanding the distinctions of Black 
families, Frazier was interested in understanding the process of assimilation for Black 
families into White American life. Scholars such as DuBois and Melville Herskovits have 
considered much of Frazier’s work controversial (Dodson, 2007). According to Dodson, 
Frazier believed that Black American marriages, family structures, and norms were a 
reflection of their ancestral enslavement and the U.S. American culture and not a 
continuation of their African cultural heritage. Dodson quoted Frazier’s (1939) assertion 
that as “a result of the manner in which the Negro was enslaved, the Negro’s African 
cultural heritage has had practically no effect on the evolution of his family in the United 
States” (p. 66). Certainly, Frazier’s perspective was in stark contrast to DuBois’ view that 
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Black family life in the United States is a prolongation of their African cultural heritage 
and that this heritage was not obliterated by the institution of slavery (Sudarkasa, 2007).  
Dodson (2007) posited that Frazier’s perspective was based on an ethnocentric 
logic that reasoned that if the culture of enslaved Africans was destroyed, what was then 
required of them was assimilation into White American culture. Frazier regarded Black 
Americans from an assimilation-orientated minority perspective and he stated that Black 
Americans needed to adhere to W. Lloyd Warner (1898-1970) and Ezra Park’s (1926-
1950) sociological framework of the race relations cycle (Dodson, 2007). The race 
relations cycle theory (Park, 1974) is composed of four stages (competition, conflict, 
accommodation, and assimilation) ascribed to successful achievement of assimilation into 
the dominant U.S. Eurocentric culture (Elias, 2005). Frazier and Park believed that Black 
Americans’ resistance to follow the four stages of the race relations cycle derailed them 
from successful assimilation into White American culture in the early twentieth century. 
In essence, Black Americans were blamed for the familial and societal struggles that 
challenged them. Unfortunately, the concepts of the race relations cycle maintain the 
ethnocentric viewpoint that guided much of the research and understanding of Black 
families in the twentieth century and thereafter. Frazier’s ethnocentric view of Black 
families and assimilation theory undergirded much of Daniel P. Moynihan’s work titled 
“The Negro Family: The Case for National Action” in 1965 – also known as the 
Moynihan Report.     
The infamous 78-page Moynihan Report (1965) was in response to President 
Lyndon B. Johnson’s query to understand the widespread social disorder, and the 
problem of poverty in particular, which seemed to be prevalent in Black American 
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communities (Bensonsmith, 2005). Although some praised the Moynihan Report for 
forewarning that the breakdown of urban Black families may threaten the achievement of 
racial equality in the United States, many, particularly those in Black communities, 
criticized the report for its pathology of Black families (Hare & Hare, 1989). The 
Moynihan Report has been a source of contention for several decades regarding the ways 
in which social scientists examine and understand the state and internal dynamics of 
Black families (Hare & Hare, 1989; Bensonsmith, 2005; Bobo & Charles, 2009).  
Many have written about the analytical paradigms utilized to study and 
understand Black family life (Dodson, 2007; Parham, Ajamu, & White, 2011). Dodson 
(2007) postulated that models used to analyze Black family structures have long been 
defined by contemporary socio-political and historical issues. This is certainly true of the 
Moynihan Report, which was written “at a time of enormous social tumult around race” 
(Bobo & Charles, p. 243), a year after the Civil Rights Act was passed in 1964 and during 
a period in which national debates on civil, political, and social rights for Blacks were 
occurring. Numerous scholars have asserted that the report was laced with pathological 
frameworks for understanding lower-class Black families because Moynihan’s 
conceptual and theoretical interpretation racialized and genderized the culture of poverty 
by deeming the deterioration of Black society as a result of degradation within Black 
family structures (Bensonsmith, 2005; Dodson, 2007).  
Moynihan (1965) explicated that Black families exist within a “tangle of 
pathology” due to the social, cultural, and economic deficiencies that many Black 
families experienced in the United States. Moynihan’s analysis of Black families as 
dysfunctional and existing within a culture of poverty and a largely matrifocal family 
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system contributed to many Black scholars’ critiques of Moynihan’s report as “blaming 
the victims.” Billingsley (1992) contended that in the 1965 report, Moynihan claimed that 
specific weaknesses that he observed within Black families influenced the social, 
educational, and political difficulties that they experienced within the larger society. In 
comparing the family structure of Whites to Blacks, Moynihan asserted that White 
families had a stronger family structure that ensured their stability in the larger society 
and thus fared better socially and economically than Black families. One of the major 
deteriorations that Moynihan declared was rooted in the fabric of the Black society and 
thus Black family structure was the absence of male-headed households. Moynihan stated 
that: 
In essence, the Negro community has been forced into a matriarchal structure 
which, because it is too out of line with the rest of the American society, seriously 
retards the progress of the group as a whole, and imposes a crushing burden to the 
Negro male…There is presumably, no special reason why a society in which 
males are dominant in family relationships is to be preferred to a matriarchal 
arrangement. (p. 29)  
However, Moynihan failed to examine the ways in which legislation has led to the 
invisibility of the father’s role. A historical act enforced in 1662 mandated that the 
children of Black females, regardless of the condition of their fathers, had to take on the 
status (i.e., name and slave vs. free status) of their mothers (Plait, Cooreman, & Jenifer, 
2001). This had a profound impact across generations—biologically, emotionally, 
socially and materially—in Black family structures.    
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Bensonsmith (2005) asserted that Moynihan’s (1965) comparison of Black family 
“types” to those of White families implied that the operative aspects of gender and sex 
roles within Black families accounted for the poverty and discrimination that beset 
Blacks. Scholars maintained that Moynihan’s declaration of the fatherless matrifocal 
Black family structures as the source of the breakdown of Black families further aided in 
creating an indescribable rift between Black men and Black women in spite of social 
class (Bell, Bouie, & Baldwin, 1990; Corner-Edwards, 1988; Lubiano, 1992). 
Bensonsmith (2005) stated that “[the] lack of familial instruction as to the proper sex 
roles, caused by female dominance in the family and the feminization of Black men is the 
primary cause of political, economic and social alienation within [Black community and 
by extension Black men and women]” (p. 251). Lubiano (1992) further explained that the 
Moynihan Report gave rise to two stereotypical constructs of Black women – the 
“welfare queen” and the “black lady” (p. 330). In contrast to the pathological welfare 
queen is the Black lady whose disproportionate overachievement in comparison to Black 
men confirms the state of abnormality in Black culture and family. Additionally, scholars 
have stated that implicit in the Moynihan Report is the stereotypic notion that Black men 
are lazy and less of a man because they are feminized due to their inability to take their 
rightful place as the head of the family, who provide financial support (hooks, 1981). 
Social scientists such as hooks (1981) believed that Black men bought 
Moynihan’s emasculation theory that blamed Black women for the underclass of Black 
men in the United States. Consequently, Black men believed that they could be “men” 
only if they adopted White male’s gender role (Franklin, 1984, p. 149). Such patriarchal 
sexist ideologies generated Black male sexism toward Black women which forcefully 
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imposed the dependent, submissive definitions of womanhood on Black women, thus 
causing a vexatious relationship between Black men and women. The misconception of 
gender role inversion within Black male-female dynamics in the Moynihan Report 
further elucidates the struggle to understand the alienation between Black men and Black 
women within their socio-cultural, socio-historical, socio-political, and socio-economic 
circumstances.  
Moynihan (1965) placed culpability of the estrangement in Black male-female 
relationships on Black women, while minimizing the nuances of the socio-historical, 
socio-political, socio-economic, and social-cultural contexts that influence the structure 
of such relationships (Bensonsmith, 2005). Coner-Edwards (1988) asserted that many of 
the works since the 1960s and throughout the 1970s viewed female dominance in Black 
heterosexual relationships as a negative influence on Black male-female relationships. 
The idea of the sexually permissive, domineering Black woman who emasculates her 
male counterpart in both private and public affairs depicted Black male-female 
relationships as weak, unstable, and distinctively disadvantaged compared to the 
patriarchal White male-female relationships. As a result of the Moynihan Report, the 
notion of Black family structures as lower-class, fatherless, female-headed households 
with the high rates of teen pregnancies has potentially led to less of a focus on Black 
marriages or intimate unions in the social science literature (Billingsley, 1992; 
Bensonsmith, 2005). Certainly, the Moynihan Report, among many other works, further 
generated years of pathological-deficit assumptions and ethnocentric paradigms in 
researching and understanding Black family life and by extension Black male-female 
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intimate romantic relationships (Liebow, 1967; Rainwater, 1968; Parker & Kleiner, 1966; 
Blood & Wolfe, 1969; Duncan & Duncan, 1969; Bracey, Meier, & Rudwick, 1971).   
Eurocentric Conceptualization of Black Male-Female Relationships 
Eurocentric worldview understands the world from a European (or White 
American) perspective with the implied belief, whether consciously or subconsciously, in 
European (or White American) cultural hegemony (Asante, 1981). Given that the 
Eurocentric paradigm of conceptualizing Black male-female relationship has historically 
viewed Black familial and intimate relationships from a pathological-deficit point of 
view, social scientists have debated whether it is effective to view Black heterosexual 
intimate relationship from this perspective (Asante, 1981; Bell, Bouie, & Baldwin, 1990). 
According to Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, and Okundaye (2004), using Eurocentric 
standards to define and examine Black male-female relationships has undermined 
scholars’ conceptions of the complexities embedded in Black male-female relationships. 
Assumptions that Black heterosexual romantic relationships are rooted in similar 
values, beliefs, and life-styles or that they even function within similar historical and 
social cultural contexts as White heterosexual romantic relationships have produced a 
plethora of writings that emphasize Black-White comparisons (Jackson, Antonucci, & 
Gibson, 1990; Jackson, Chatters, & Taylor, 1993; Jones, 2002; Kelly, 2003). Bryant et al. 
(2010) affirmed that before the mid-1980s, knowledge of Blacks (and Black male-female 
relationships by extension) was mainly based on studies that underlined race-comparative 
analyses. Such race-comparative analyses of Black heterosexual relationships have 
characterized Black relationships as marginal, unfit, and subpar in comparison to White 
relationships (Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, & Okundaye, 2004). In order to counteract the 
inadequacy of comparative studies of Black and White participants and negative 
29 
perceptions of Blacks, social scientists such as Billingsley (1970) and Scanzoni (1971) 
developed measurement instruments that effectively assess Blacks in relationships. 
However, in Bell, Bouie, and Baldwin’s (1990) analysis of a few prominent empirical 
studies on Black heterosexual relationships (Turner & Turner, 1974; Cazenave, 1983; 
McAdoo, 1983; Fairchild, 1985), they contended that most of the measurement variables 
utilized in these studies were based on White-American culture values and were 
incongruent with the cultural values of Black Americans.  
In their evaluation of Eurocentric worldview, Akbar (1981), Asante (1981), 
Baldwin (1985), Nobles (1980), and Ani (1994) posited that values such as power, 
competition, individualism, materialism, and physical gratification seem to heavily 
influence heterosexual relationships in White American society. Bell, Bouie, and 
Baldwin (1990) suggested that the importance of domination and hierarchy of power in 
White culture privileged the male’s identity and roles as superior and distinct from the 
female’s identity and roles. For instance, application of  the Eurocentric concepts that the 
male is “head of the house” or the primary breadwinner for the family while the female 
role and identity are relegated to household work and mothering have contributed greatly 
to the misinterpretation of Black male-female coupling dynamics (Lawrence-Webb et al., 
2004). Such Eurocentric notions infused the pathologization of “matriarchate” into the 
relational context of Black men and women. Staples (1973) succinctly summarized the 
negative impact of the Eurocentric rigid hierarchy of power within male-female 
relationships on Blacks as “the usual cultural image of the Black woman in America is 
that of a domineering type who rules the family, her husband included. She is seen as a 
masculinized female who must be subordinated in order that the Black male may take his 
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rightful place in society” (p. 20). Scholars have written about the ways in which the 
stringent Eurocentric definition of masculinity and femininity has obfuscated our 
understanding and disrupted the relational harmony between Black men and women 
(Franklin, 2000; Lawrence-Webb et al., 2004). Additionally, many have asserted that the 
Eurocentric notion of “head of the house” does not resonate with the more egalitarian role 
that Black men and women seem to exhibit in their familial and coupling relationships 
(Abreu, Goodyear, Campos, & Newcomb, 2000; Hill-Collins, 2000; Hudson-Weems, 
2008; Lawrence-Webb et al., 2004). Consequently, scholars have argued that it is critical 
to recede from a solely Eurocentric worldview to understand Black male-female 
relationships because such relationships are embedded within one’s cultural context 
(Akbar, 1998; Bryant et al., 2010; Grier & Cobbs, 1968; Sudarkasa, 2007). Attempts to 
conceptualize Blacks (or Black male-female relationships) within their socio-historical 
and socio-cultural contexts have evoked the construct of cultural relativist, a school of 
thought that includes the perspective of Afrocentric or African-centered 
worldview/world-sense
1
 (Oyewumi, 2005; Sudarkasa, 2007).    
Afrocentric Conceptualization of Black Male-Female Relationships  
According to Sudarkasa (2007), W. E. B. DuBois ([1908] 1969), Carter G. 
Woodson (1936) and M. J. Herskovits ([1941] 1958) were some of the original social-
scientists who advocated for the conceptualization of Black Americans within their socio-
historical and socio-cultural backgrounds. These social scientists relied on their 
knowledge of Africa along with the legacy of slavery to understand the social and 
relational structures of Black families (Sudarkasa, 2007). Du Bois particularly 
                                                 
1
 According to Oyewumi (2005), the term world-sense is a “more inclusive ways of describing the 
conception of the world by different cultural groups [such as Africans]....who may privilege senses other 
than visual or even a combination of senses” in understanding their world (p.4).  
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emphasized the need to understand Black American families in connection with their 
African origins. According to Bush (1999), historical movements (such as the Marcus 
Garvey Movement, the Harlem Renaissance, the Black Power Movement and the Nation 
of Islam, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Pan-African Movement) that occurred 
throughout the Diaspora brought about the engagement of African-centered movement 
among Blacks known as Afrocentricity or “Africentricity” (p. 7). 
 Bush (1999) asserted that the term Afrocentricity was coined by Molefi Asante in 
the late 1970s and become more popular in the 1980s with the help of scholars such as 
Karenga, Na’im Akbar, and Wade Nobles. Although there are variations of Africentric 
perspectives, scholars have asserted that the core philosophies that cradle this world-
sense are connectedness around common orientation, harmony with nature (i.e., humans, 
animals, inanimate objects, and natural phenomena), demonstration of cooperativeness, 
avoidance of competitiveness and control, and spirituality (Parham, Ajamu, & White, 
2011; Jackson & Sears, 1992). Dei (1994) postulated that this worldview/world-sense is 
Afrocentric because historically and culturally, Africans as well as Africans of the 
Diaspora function behaviorally and psychologically within the basic principles of 
interdependence, cooperation, unity, mutual responsibility and reconciliation. Thus, 
Afrocentricity views people of all African descent (Black people) as having a common 
history and cultural unity that emphasizes the intergenerational transmission of African 
values and beliefs pertaining to every aspects of life and nonlife (Dove, 1998). Even 
though people of African and African descent are diverse in their cultural orientations 
and world experiences, scholars have asserted that they do share a collective axiology 
around the core principles of Afrocentricity, particularly with regard to values that guide 
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family life and interpersonal interactions (Ahia, 2006; Parham, Ajamu, & White, 2011; 
Sudarkasa, 2007).  
As the increased rhetoric and evidence of the conflict that exists between Black 
men and women grew in the late 1970s and 1980s, proponents of Afrocentric viewpoints 
galvanized to conceptualize Black male-female relationships from an Afrocentric world-
sense (Asante, 1980, 1981; Hare & Hare, 1989). Knowledge of Black male-female 
relationships from an Afrocentric lens allowed scholars such as Asante (1981) to identify 
strengths of these relationships. Asante (1981) postulated that Black heterosexual couples 
with an Afrocentric cultural foundation have a common orientation, understanding and 
practice regarding their interconnectedness around gender roles and their definitions of 
manhood and womanhood.  
In advocating the need to return to an Afrocentric value system in ameliorating 
the gender crisis among contemporary Yoruba men and women, Balogun (1999) 
elucidated the significance of gender dualism in the Yoruba tradition before the advent of 
Europeans to the continent of Africa. The people of Yoruba ethnicity inhabit the western 
part of Africa with many populating the southwestern region of the country now known 
as Nigeria. Sudarkasa (2007) explained the nexus between Africa and America by 
referencing Herskovits’s ([1941]1958) work that Africans who were enslaved in the 
United States and the rest of the world came from the western part of Africa in which a 
long history of cultural contact and widespread similarities in certain social institutions 
have been documented. Thus, Balogun’s (1999) assertion that dual gender construction 
within Yoruba customs and religion emphasizes the distinct but balanced complementary 
roles and functions between the male and female genders, and is said to resonate with the 
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philosophical orientation of other ethnic groups in western Africa (Sudarkasa, 2007; 
Oyewumi, 2005).  
The Yoruba epistemology, along with that of other ethnic groups in West Africa 
such as Hausa, Igbo, Ashanti, Akan, and Wolof, is not rooted in the notion that the male 
gender is strong or superior nor that the female gender is weak or inferior (Sudarkasa, 
2007; Oyewumi, 1997, 2005; Asante, 1998). For instance, precolonial African women 
were known to have significant roles and made major contributions to the economic, 
political, and religious spheres in societies (Balogun, 1999; Sudarkasa, 1996). Seemingly, 
in precolonial Africa, the identities and roles of women, whether in or outside of the 
home were not seen as counterproductive to their relationship with men nor were they 
seen as undermining the male identity. Additionally, Sudarkasa (2007) and Balogun 
(1999) explained that the expectation for a wife to accord her husband a measure of 
respect did not imply domination and superiority on the male’s part nor did it denote 
subjugation or inferiority on the female’s part. Similarly, gender-based divisions of labor 
in precolonial societal occupations such as farming or cooking were given equal respect 
and recognition within the family and community (Balogun, 1999). In essence, similar to 
their male counterparts, procolonial African women wielded a considerable amount of 
power, authority, and influence within their family and society (Sudarkasa, 1996, 2007).  
Even in colonial Africa, women’s roles and “warriorship” in fighting alongside African 
men were critical to reclaiming their lands, resources, and cultures from European 
domination (Dove, 1998). As Asante (1981) asserted, neither gender is superior to the 
other – the belief that both genders work together and not in opposition is seen as a 
foundation in Afrocentric perspectives. Thus, gender dualism according to Africa-
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centered ways of life in precolonial Africa meant a well-ordered society in which power, 
responsibilities, and knowledge are shared between men and women both in the home 
and in the larger society (Balogun, 1999).  
Praxes such as collectivism and interconnectedness, which are given prominence 
within the principles of the Afrocentric world-sense and more specifically in the 
functionality of heterosexual gender roles for the benefit of the family and society, were 
common practices in precolonial Africa (Asante, 1981; Bagolun, 1999; Sudarkasa, 2007). 
Balogun (1999) highlighted a Yoruba proverb that emphasized the significance of gender 
duality and the equal place of men and women in gender relations. The proverb reads 
“Bo’kunrin ri ejo, Bo’binrin pa, Ani kejo sa ti ku” meaning “a snake seen by a male and 
killed by a female will not generate any problem, what matters is the death of the snake” 
(Balogun, p. 98). Essentially, if there is a problem, it does not matter whether it is the 
man or the woman who solved it, as long as “agbajo owo la nfi soya”—meaning, “total 
involvement is reached for higher height” (Balogun, p. 99). The above proverbs identify 
the importance that power is shared within the male-female relationship in order to 
achieve a collective goal and that the male is never seen as all wise, omniscient, or as a 
dictator in the relationship. Asante (1981) espoused that the model of relating in African 
orientation enables the cultivation of cultural unity that allows Blacks to value sharing, 
caring, respect, supporting, and reciprocity in male-female relations.  
In assessing the above cultural values in a quantitative study among 88 Black 
males and 89 Black females, Bell, Bouie, and Baldwin (1990) found that participants 
with high Afrocentric cultural consciousness tend to prioritize their ideal mate in terms of 
emotional and intellectual stimulation, commitment to the Black community, mutual 
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respect and sharing, Black awareness, unconditional love, and family orientation. 
Although the values that guide interpersonal relationships and the concepts of male and 
female roles in relationships have been altered by the influence of Eurocentric 
worldviews through colonization and slavery, many scholars have postulated that the 
presence of African cultural remnants may explain the more egalitarian and collaborative 
qualities that are seen in most Black male-female relationships (Abreu, Goodyear, 
Campos, & Newcomb, 2000; Hill-Collins, 2000; Orbuch & Custer, 1995).  
In a comparative-longitudinal study of newly married Black couples and White 
couples, Orbuch and Eyster (1997) found that Black couples were more egalitarian in 
their gendered norms and attitudes about women’s roles inside and outside the home 
compared to White couples. Furthermore, their study indicated that the husband’s 
participation in female-type tasks including child care was positively and significantly 
related to marital well-being for both Black wives and husbands but not for White 
couples. In another study, Orbuch et al. (2002) found that Black husbands’ participation, 
reported by both wives and husbands, in household work decreased the risk of divorce 
compared to White husband’s participation in home labor, which tended to increase the 
risk of divorce among White couples. Orbuch and Eyster (1997) accredited the equality 
in arrangement of household roles among Black couples to wives’ greater access to 
external resources (e.g., job, income, and education). However, Black couples’ cultural 
orientation toward balanced and complementary gender roles as well as collective 
collaboration for the betterment of the family may have also influenced the ease of such 
egalitarian processes around household works (Balogun, 1999; Asante, 1981; Lewis, 
1975; T’Shaka, 2001; Bryant et al., 2010).  
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Subsequently, Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, and Okundaye (2004) asserted that the 
interconnectedness of masculine and feminine roles produces a process of 
interdependence and egalitarian qualities among Black couples that allows for the 
collective gain of relational well-being. Unfortunately, scholars have emphasized that the 
Eurocentric worldview and the experiences of Black people within the context of 
European culture have undermined this process of interdependence among Black men 
and women (Hudson-Weems, 2008; Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, & Okundaye, 2004). 
Hence, scholars contend that using the Eurocentric perspective to understand the 
flexibility of masculine and feminine gender roles among Blacks has produced 
generations of harmful stereotypes and practices that have tainted the gender identity and 
roles of Black women and deprived Black men of their gender identity and roles.  
 Theoreticians have postulated the ways in which the cultural unity of Afrocentric 
norms and practices have aided in the survival of Black families throughout Africa and 
the Diaspora in spite of the many centuries of pernicious experiences of domination and 
deculturalization (Akbar, 1989; Belgrave & Allison, 2010; Parham, Ajamu, & White, 
2011). As stated earlier, the interrelationship of masculine and feminine experiences in 
both men and women have shaped the quality of marital relationships among Black 
couples in the United States. Although cultural legacies continue to shape the relational 
behaviors and experiences of Black men and Black women in positive ways, some have 
also indicated ways in which conflicts between Afrocentric perspectives and Eurocentric 
worldviews disrupt relational harmony between Black men and Black women (Hill, 
2005; Hudson-Weems, 2008; Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, & Okundaye, 2004). Hill 
(2005) emphasized the impact of such conflicts when she stated that “the very heart of 
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the troubles that proliferate in [B]lack intimate relationships is the inability to resolve the 
tension between their own cultural traditions and resources and Eurocentric notions of 
love, gender, courtship, and marriage” (p. 95).  
Robert (1994) also alluded to this tension between Black cultural awareness and 
the influence of White cultural views as possibly influencing the complex and seemingly 
contradictory attitudes that Black men have toward the ideal female role. He indicated 
that although Black men may express that the ideal woman should be subservient and 
passive in her relations with men, they have also internalized preferences for 
independent, strong, competent and assertive women due to their interactions with Black 
women and their cultural consciousness. However, within White culture and sadly in 
many Black male-female relationships, these positive characteristics of Black women 
being independent and assertive are also interpreted or viewed as controlling and 
unfeminine – the opposite of the ideal woman (Hill, 2005). Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, 
and Okundaye (2004) asserted that the differing perspectives of Black men and women 
regarding dominant societal expectations of roles in romantic relationships and actualized 
roles creates role ambiguity and confusion, thus causing relational crisis. This lack of 
congruency between Black cultural values and Eurocentric ideas of love, gender roles, 
and the heterosexual coupling process has profoundly impacted the indescribable 
alienation between Black men and women (T’Shaka, 2001).  
Heterosexual relationships in the United States tend to be heavily influenced by 
Eurocentric patriarchal notions of expected gender roles, definitions of manhood and 
womanhood, individualism, materialism, and physical gratification. It is understood by 
scholars that many Blacks have manifested some White American cultural values in their 
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coupling relationships (Hudson-Weems, 2003; Franklin, 2000). Blacks have had to adopt 
White cultural values and principles for several centuries in order to negotiate their 
survival, even though in many respects, assimilation to White culture has not yielded 
much success for Blacks, particularly within the context of heterosexual romantic 
relationships. Drawing from DuBois’ (1903) notion of double consciousness, many have 
posited that Black men and women seem to operate from two cultural orientations (their 
African self and American self) in their romantic intimate relationships (Asante, 1981; 
Grier & Cobb, 1968; Hill, 2005; T’Shaka, 2001).  
The internalization of White cultural definitions and values, and the practice of 
these values in Black heterosexual romantic relationships have evoked arguments among 
scholars as to whether to conceptualize these relationships from a Eurocentric worldview, 
Afrocentric world-sense, or from both perspectives. Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, and 
Okundaye (2004) argued that analysis of Black male-female relationships has been 
distorted from the beginning due to the sole application of Eurocentric concepts to an 
Afrocentric process. In addition, Saudarkasa (2007) contented that an examination of the 
syntheses of transformation as well as transfer of the interplay between African and 
American perspectives in shaping the relational structures among Black Americans is 
needed in order to fully conceptualize contemporary Black family structures and, by 
extension, Black male-female romantic relationships. Thus, simultaneous knowledge of 
Black men’s and women’s “African selves” and “American selves” in their coupling 
processes and experiences within their historical and contemporary social contexts may 
be critical in understanding the strengths and struggles of Black male-female 
relationships.  
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The Effects of Slavery on Black Male-Female Relationships 
Conceptualization of the socio-historical context of Blacks in the United States 
have allowed scholars to emphasize the ways in which the residual effects of slavery and 
institutionalized racism impact the attitudes, beliefs, values, and behaviors that inform 
Black male-female relationships (Dixon, 2007, 2009; Franklin, 2000; Grier & Cobb, 
1968; hooks, 2001; Patterson, 1998; Pinderhughes, 2002; Staples, 1979). Camp (2002) 
stated that even though some studies have investigated the influence of sex-ratio 
imbalance, mate selection standards, and mate availability on marital trend among Blacks 
(Davis et al., 2000; Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1999), these studies failed to account for 
how attitudes, beliefs, and socio-cultural factors transmitted from slavery may obstruct 
intimacy among Black men and women. Accordingly, Franklin (2000) averred that 
merely focusing on demographic factors may obscure our understanding of deeper 
problems that distress gender relations among Blacks. In order to understand the 
mounting conflicts within Black male-female relationships, which some scholars have 
indicated as a consequential factor in the rise in singlehood and decline in marriage 
among Blacks, it is imperative to examine the institution that enslaved African people for 
work labor and economic profit at the beginning of the 15
th
 century until 1865 (William, 
1994). Patterson (1998) and Leary (2005) contended that the crucible of the distrust and 
conflicts within Black male-female relationships can be traced back to almost two and a 
half centuries of the holocaust of slavery and its historical lineaments of peonage of 
sharecropping, neo-slavery of Jim Crow and racial segregation eras, which ended in the 
middle of the 20
th
 century.  
The era of Slavery was a “great disaster”—Maafa (Swahili) on the mind, body 
and soul of Blacks—described as the African holocaust (Kambon, 1996, 1998). The 
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impact of generations of slavery and oppression on Black people has had great effects on 
the past and contemporary lives of Black Americans. According to Boyd-Franklin (2003) 
enslavement of Blacks was beyond the physical level; the pernicious effects of Maafa 
have had profound multigenerational consequences on the cultural, spiritual, relational, 
and mental beings of Blacks. Maintenance of healthy and secure relationships is an 
important value in African culture. However, the insidious practices of slavery and its 
remnants destroyed not only the existing relationships of enslaved Africans, it also 
undermined their ability and those of their progeny to establish and sustain healthy new 
ones (Leary, 2005). The institution of slavery systematically devastated the relational 
bonds of enslaved Africans as well as psychologically enforced practices and beliefs that 
made them believe that they were less than human. Numerous scholars have asserted that 
the traumatic legacies of slavery have impacted and still affect the societal and personal 
lives of Blacks. More specifically, these legacies of trauma have sabotaged and continue 
to damage gender relations between Black males and females (Franklin, 2000; Akbar, 
1996; Leary, 2005). Grier and Cobbs (1968) made a profound statement in emphasizing 
the ways that the residual effects of the culture slavery and racism have wounded the 
psyche and socialization of Blacks, generation after generation. They indicated:  
The culture of slavery was never undone for either master or slave. The 
civilization that tolerated slavery dropped its slaveholding cloak but the 
inner feelings remained…the practice of slavery stopped over a hundred 
years ago, but the minds of our citizens have never been freed. (p. 26)  
Utilizing the concept of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), Leary (2005) 
constructed the term Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome, which explicates the ways in 
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which the residual traumas of slavery have been transmitted intergenerationally. 
According to Leary, the Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder IV, Revised 
(DSM-IV) describes conditions that manifest mental and/or emotional traumas. 
Individuals who are exposed to one or more of the traumatic conditions listed below are 
often identified as having the diagnosis of PTSD in the mental health profession. Leary 
listed some of the conditions according to the DSM-IV that allow for the diagnosis and 
cause of PTSD as: 
 A serious threat or harm to one’s life or physical integrity; 
 A threat or harm to one’s children, spouse or close relative;  
 Sudden destruction of one’s home or community;  
 Seeing another person injured or killed as result of accident or 
physical violence;  
 Learning about a serious threat to a relative or a close friend being 
kidnapped, tortured or killed;  
 Stressor is experienced with intense fear, terror and helplessness; 
and  
 Stressor and disorder is considered to be more serious and will last 
longer when the stressor is of human design. (p. 118)  
Leary attested that a great preponderance of enslaved Africans were subjected to several, 
if not all, of the above traumatic experiences repeatedly for many generations—starting 
from their captivity in Africa, through their enslavement, and after slavery was over. 
According to the DSM-IV as noted by Leary, individuals who are exposed to one of the 
above traumatic events exhibit the following symptoms of PTSD: 
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 Intense psychological distress at exposure to internal or external 
cues that symbolize or resemble an aspect of the traumatic event;  
 Physiological reactivity on exposure to internal or external cues;  
 Marked diminished interest or participation in significant 
activities;  
 Feeling of detachment or estrangement from others;  
 Restricted range of affect;  
 Sense of foreshortened future (e.g. does not expect to have a 
career, marriage, children or normal life span.);  
 Irritability or outbursts of anger;  
 Hypervigilance; and  
 Clinically significant distress or impairment in social, 
occupational, or other important areas of functioning. (p. 119)  
Leary affirmed that many enslaved Black men and women experienced and exhibited 
many of the above symptoms of PTSD for more than four centuries of enslavement and 
racial oppression. Decades after slavery was abolished in 1865, Blacks were still exposed 
to cruel assaults and experiences such as lynching of males and females, raping of 
females without legal repercussions, and widespread attitudes and practices of racial 
oppression and discrimination regarding the assumed inferiority of Blacks, which were 
reminiscent of the traumatic ordeals they endured during slavery. More than 10 
generations of enslaved Blacks suffered and experienced physical, mental, emotional, 
spiritual, and relational traumatic events that were designed by another human being for 
more than 350 years. Indeed, generations of enslaved Blacks must have exhibited several 
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symptoms of PTSD, and the effects of the mental and emotional trauma must have been 
passed down from generations to generations.  
According to Leary, Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome is the legacy of trauma 
passed down from slavery that influences the present behaviors, beliefs and attitudes of 
contemporary Black people. She asserted that these behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes were 
at one time (during the eras of slavery and racial segregation) necessary to adopt in order 
to survive, yet contemporarily, these behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes undermine the 
ability of Blacks to be successful in many aspects of their personal and social lives. 
Leary’s concept of Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome is consistent with the field of family 
therapy’s systems theory also known as the Bowen theory (Kerr & Bowen, 1988) of 
multigenerational emotional process or multigenerational transmission process. Family 
systems theory assumes that multigenerational trends in functioning reflect an orderly 
and predictable relationship process that connects the functioning of family members 
across generations through relationships and emotional processes (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). 
Specifically, Kerr and Bowen maintained that the intensity and characteristics of the 
emotional patterns in one generation are significantly influenced by the intensity and 
characteristics of the emotional patterns in the previous generations. Thus, the 
multigenerational emotional process is anchored in the emotional patterns of families. 
According to Kerr and Bowen, the multigenerational emotional process, which includes 
emotions, feelings, subjectively determined attitudes, values, and beliefs that are 
transmitted from one generation to the next are influenced by internal and external 
pressures. They postulated that internal pressures are associated with level of 
differentiation within a family system and external pressures are associated with events 
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that disturb the balance of a family system. Undeniably, the traumatic event of slavery 
and oppression generated catastrophic external pressures have forever disrupted and 
altered the balance of emotional and relationship processes within Black family systems 
from one generation to the next.  
The multigenerational transmission process of systems theory further explains the 
ways in which post traumatic effects and symptoms of slavery and racial oppression are 
transmitted through emotions, feelings, attitudes, values, and beliefs from one generation 
to the next. Accordingly, Akbar (1996) explicated the ways in which the effects of 
slavery and internalized racism have created “severe psychological and social shock in 
the minds of [Blacks]” (p. 3). He asserted that generations of Blacks still carry the scars 
of the brutality and unnatural experiences from slavery both mentally and socially. 
Numerous scholars have written about the brutal effects of trauma on Black families 
incurred by the institution of slavery and racism that have been transmitted through 
generations, particularly in regard to male-female relationships (Akbar, 1996; Franklin, 
2000; hooks, 2001; T’Shaka, 2001; Leary, 2005). Akbar attested that the damage 
imposed on Black families was through destroying marriage, fatherhood, and 
motherhood. Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, and Okundaye (2004) expressed that the 
unique condition of slavery destroyed the affective bond of care, nurturance, protection, 
and support between Black men, women, and children because every aspect of their lives 
were controlled and manipulated by white slave holders.  
Akbar quoted William Goodell’s (1853) description of slave holders’ views and 
beliefs of Black men and women as property, forbidden and deprived the rights of human 
beings to establish and nurture familial and marital relations. William Goodell’s (1853) 
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succinctly portrayed the illustration of slave holders’ views of the institution of marriage 
with regard to Black men and women:    
The slave has no rights, of course; he or she cannot have the rights of a 
husband, a wife. The slave is a chattel and chattels do not marry. The slave 
is not ranked among sentient beings, but among things, and things are not 
married (p. 107).   
Akbar further noted Goodell’s graphic description of slave marriage and how the 
oppressive and dehumanizing nature and circumstances of slavery impaired the practical, 
spiritual, emotional, relational and sexual bond between husband and wife: 
The obligations of marriage are evidently inconsistent with the conditions 
of slavery, and cannot be performed by a slave. The husband promises to 
protect his wife and provide for her. The wife promises to be the helpmate 
of her husband. They mutually promise to live with and cherish each 
other, until parted by death. But what can such promises by slaves mean? 
The legal relation of master and slave renders them void! It forbids the 
slave to protect even himself. It clothes his master with authority to bid 
him to inflict deadly blows on the woman he has sworn to protect. It 
prohibits his possession of any property wherewith to sustain her…it gives 
master unlimited control and full possession of her own person, and 
forbids her, on pains of death, to resist him, if he drags her to his bed! It 
severs the plighted pair at the will of their masters, occasionally or forever 
(p. 107).  
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 The above descriptions brutally explicated the alienation of Black men and 
women from one another, whether they were in a marital relationship or not. 
According to Akbar, the institution of marriage became meaningless for the slaves 
because they were not able and permitted rights to fully express the vital and 
fundamental idea of marital unions. Female slaves were forced to be receptive to 
sexual exploitation of slave masters, his relatives, and friends without protection 
under the law (Akbar, 1996; Franklin, 2000; Blassingame, 1979). Male slaves 
who dared to intervene and protect female slaves from such sexual abuse were 
often sold to long-distant plantations or killed (Stampp, 1956; Blassingame, 1979; 
Franklin, 2000). Stampp (1956) and Blassingame (1979) asserted that the effects 
of sexual mistreatment and cruelty of slave females severely impacted feelings of 
attachment and affection in male-female relationships, and particularly devastated 
males’ sense of manhood in regard to being a protector based on their African 
culture. Slavery challenged Black men’s and women’s love and commitment to 
one another because they had little control over their lives or the institution of 
marriage. Thus, their ability to adhere to their African culture of interdependence 
that characterized gender relations was shattered (Franklin, 2000).  
 According to Franklin (2000), slave wives could not rely on their husbands for 
care or protection from physical, sexual, and emotional exploitations of slaveholders or 
other white males, nor could slave men provide such care and protection. For many 
enslaved men and women, unsuccessful attempts to prevent such physical, sexual, and 
emotional abuse may have generated feelings of humiliation, shame, and helplessness of 
not being able to protect themselves and their loved ones. Such emotions may have 
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caused feelings of degradation, devaluation, and unworthiness of connection, thus 
denigrating the emotional and relational intimacies between Black men and women 
during slavery and post-slavery. According to Hartling, Rosen, Walker, and Jordan 
(2000), humans’ response to shame or humiliation compels us to withdraw from 
relationships, silence ourselves, or make ourselves invisible in relationships. Sadly, many 
enslaved men and women experienced and adopted such human reactions in order to 
survive for more than three centuries of hideous acts against their mind, body, and soul. 
A vivid, brutal explanation of how slave holders enforced and maintained the system of 
bondage and oppression to assure a permanent free labor force and subsequent economic 
gains by dismantling the sense of interdependency among slave males and females was 
documented in an infamous Willie Lynch letter called Let’s Make a Slave. The presumed 
author of the letter, Willie Lynch, was a slave owner from the West Indies who advocated 
inhuman ways for North American slave owners to psychologically manipulate and 
physically torment slave men and women to compel them into a permanent state of 
submissiveness and alienation from one another. He wrote:  
Take the meanest and most restless nigger, strip him of his clothes in front 
of the remaining niggers, the female, and the nigger infant, tar and feather 
him, tie each leg to a different horse faced in opposite directions, set him a 
fire and beat both horses to pull him apart in front of the remaining 
niggers. The next step is to take bull whip and beat the remaining nigger 
male to the point of death in front of the female and the infant. Don’t kill 
him. But put the fear of God in him, for he can be useful for future 
breeding…We reversed nature by burning and pulling one civilized nigger 
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apart and bull whipped the other to the point of death—all in her presence. 
By her being left alone, unprotected, with the male image destroyed, the 
ordeal caused her to move from her psychological dependent state to a 
frozen independent state. In this frozen psychological state of 
independence she will raise her male and female offspring in reversed 
roles. For fear of the young male’s life she will psychologically train him 
to be mentally weak and dependent but physically strong. Because she has 
become psychologically independent, she will train her female offspring to 
be psychological independent as well (unknown, 1999, p. 2). 
The above excerpt sadly illustrated the atrocious techniques implemented during slavery 
to disrupt not only gender roles among slave men and women but also to destroy their 
sense of security and connection to one another (Akbar, 1996; Blassingame, 1979; 
Stampp, 1956). Franklin (2000) explained that powerlessness over the right, opportunity, 
and capability to depend on one another for protection and care was likely the most 
detrimental aspect of the effects of slavery on gender relations. The deprivation of the 
opportunity for slave women and men to rely on one another, according to Franklin, laid 
the foundation for the anger and distrust that persists between Black women and men to 
this day. Unfortunately, slave men and women were separated not only emotionally but 
also physically from one another. As a result of the lack of control over their personal 
lives and romantic unions, the meaning and experience of intimacy and love in male-
female relationships was forever altered through the horrific trauma of slavery. Hare 
(1979) powerfully highlighted the effects of slavery on the emotional, relational, and 
physical bonds of Blacks by stating that “as Black people were transformed into 
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commodities to be bought and sold on the slave block or subjugated as workers along 
with animals in plantation production, normal love relations were denounced” (p. 4).    
Slaveholders had absolute control of slave men’s and women’s marital and 
familial lives in that they governed the formation and dissolution of these relationships. 
For economic purposes, Black men were viewed and exploited as stud and work horse, 
whose only purpose and worth in life during slavery was to sire as many slave offspring 
as possible for the financial prosperity of slaveholders. Akbar (1996) asserted that Black 
manhood was reduced to his ability to impregnate women and the magnitude of his 
physical strength. Similarly, Black women were reduced to the financial value and/or the 
personal pleasure of slaveholders and white males. Akbar explained that slave women 
were valued mainly as breeders and “sexual receptacles capable of having many healthy 
children” (p. 21). Regardless of emotional or any human attachment, as a “breeder” the 
slave woman was forced to mate with the strongest “stud” on the plantation (Akbar, 
1996; Dixon, 2007; Franklin, 2000). Such inhuman and unjust perceptions and actions 
certainly desecrated the affectional and love attachment between Black men and women. 
Akbar and Patterson asserted that such practice and the dynamics of “breeder” and “stud” 
severely impacted the sexuality—sexual values, behaviors, and expressivity—of many 
contemporary Black men and women. In addition, scholars have emphasized that such 
denigrating attitudes and practices toward Black men and women dismantled the meaning 
of manhood and womanhood within Black families (Akbar, 1996; Franklin, 2000; 
Patterson, 1999). Furthermore, the historical practice and dynamics of “breeder” and 
“stud” have tainted the ways in which many Black males and females view themselves 
personally and in relationships with one another, both during slavery and in the present 
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day (Burrell, 2010; Collins, 2004; Dixon, 2007; Leary, 2005; Major & Billson, 1992; 
Richardson & Wade, 1999).  
For further selfish gains and financial interests, some slave masters forced 
“marriage,” which was not legally recognized, on slaves. Elkins (1968) illustrated 
Charles Grandy’s account who was an ex-slave from Norfolk regarding slave masters’ 
ability to control whom slaves marry. Elkins wrote of Charles Grandy’s narrative:  
Marsa used to sometimes pick our wives fo’us, if he didn’t have on his 
place enough women for de men, he would wait on de side of de road til a 
big wagon loaded with slaves come by. Den Marsa would stop the old 
nigger-trader and buy you a woman. Wasn’t no use tryn’ to pick one, 
cause Marsa wasn’t gonna pay but so much for her. All he wanted was a 
young healthy one who looked like she could have children, whether she 
was purty or ugly as sin. (p. 46)  
The above ex-slave narrative showed slave masters’ lack of regard for secure emotional 
and relational attachment between slave men and women. The institution of slavery 
allowed for forceful serial “marriages” among Black men and women that often brought 
about polygamous relationships because couples were often separated and sold. Being 
forced into a marital relationship in which both or either the man or woman did not love 
or have any physical or romantic affectivity for each other may have undoubtedly 
generated resentment and hindered the development of a loving and respectful marital 
relationship (Stevenson, 1991). Franklin (2000) also illustrated the lack of regard that 
slave masters gave to the depth of affectionate bond among slave couples by selling their 
partners and forcing them to marry other slaves. She gave an account of a former slave 
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man who described the pain of being forced to marry another slave woman while still 
married to their individual partners on another plantation. The former slave wrote: 
I myself had my wife on another plantation. The woman my master gave 
me had a husband on another plantation. Everything was mixed up. My 
other wife had two children for me, but the woman master gave me had no 
children. We were put in the same cabin, but both of us cried, me for my 
old wife and she for her old husband. As I could read and write I used to 
write out passes for myself, so I could go and see my old wife, and I wrote 
passes for the other men on the place, so they could go see their wives that 
lived off the place (p. 27).   
Such forceful arrangement and severance of partnerships that occurred with regularity is 
said to have depreciated the meaning and dynamic of love, trust, and intimacy among 
slave men and women and their children (Blassingame, 1979; Franklin, 2000; Stevenson, 
1991; Stampp, 1956). Camp (2002) postulated that the constant experiences of 
oppression and repetitive loss of spouses and children may have generated an indifferent 
approach and attitude toward maintaining strong attachments to one another as partners 
and families. Leary (2005) explicated that attitude of indifference toward intimacy and 
secure attachment in interpersonal relationships among Blacks as one of the symptoms of 
Post Traumatic Slavery Syndrome, transmitted intergenerationally. Many have explained 
that one of the profound consequences of slavery on Black families, particularly in male-
female relationships, was the failure to develop and maintain deep and enduring secure 
affectionate attachment in romantic relationships (Camp, 2002; hooks, 2001; Lawrence-
Webb, Littlefield, & Okundaye, 2004; Staples, 1993). Numerous contemporary scholars 
52 
believe that these major residual effects of slavery continue to impact the difficulties that 
Black men and women experience in their efforts to establish and sustain secure intimate 
unions (Akbar, 1996; Collins, 2004; Franklin, 2000; Hare & Hare, 1989; hooks, 2001; 
Staples, 1979; Pinderhughes, 2002).   
Repeated losses due to death and/or physical separation from long-distance sales, 
as well as the physical, sexual and emotional exploitations of slave men and women 
created feelings of powerlessness, which compelled them to respond and cope in ways 
that would distort and profoundly influence their views and relational dynamics as 
woman, man, daughter, son, mother, father, wife, and husband (Franklin, 2000; 
Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, & Okundaye, 2004; Staples, 1979). The effects of slavery 
not only complicated what it meant to be a man and woman for Blacks, it also obscured 
their views of being a Black man and a Black woman. The atrocities of slavery that Black 
men and women endured for almost 400 years generated enormous attitudes of distrust, 
abandonment, fear, anger, rage, shame and indifference to love in many intrapersonal and 
interpersonal relationships, particularly in male-female relationships (Akbar, 1996; 
Dixon, 2009, 2007; Harper, 2009; hooks, 2001; Patterson, 1998; Richardson & Wade, 
1999).  
In an effort to survive the insidious era of slavery, many slave men and women 
protected themselves psychologically from the horror inflicted on them by masking their 
emotional selves from their oppressors (Franklin, 2000). Such psychological disguise of 
real feelings of anger, shame, helplessness, and powerlessness may have been useful in 
interactions with Whites; however, it was detrimental to the establishment and 
sustainment of secure attachment in interpersonal relationships among Blacks (Boyd-
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Franklin, 2003; Dixon, 2007; Franklin, 2000). To date, no empirical study has examined 
the ways in which the residual effects of slavery have impacted the romantic pair-
bonding unions among Black men and women. Given social scientists’ assertions that the 
residual trauma of losses, powerlessness, devaluation of manhood and womanhood, and 
destruction of interdependence and intimate bond in male-female relationships during 
slavery continues to impact Black male-female relationships today, it is critical to 
understand Black men’s and women’s attitudes regarding the effects of slavery on their 
pair bonding process. It is also critical to understanding the ways in which they may 
experience or perceive these residual effects of slavery in their efforts and attempts to 
establish and sustain heterosexual intimate romantic unions.   
Marital status of Blacks after slavery  
Some scholars have disputed that the enslavement of Blacks as a result of 
ethnocentrism and the prospect of economic gain altered the dynamics of marriage and 
intimate romantic relationships between Black men and women (Gutman, 1976; Wilson, 
1987). Gutman speculated that the high rates of marriage among Blacks directly 
following the emancipation of slavery implied that slavery did not negatively affect Black 
male-female relationships. Gutman’s and others’ claims that Black families consisted of 
mainly married couples directly after slavery have influenced a contemporary assumption 
that if slavery alone negatively influenced the relationships between Black men and 
women, then the marriage rates after slavery would be lower than they are today and that 
the rates would increase as we move away from the period of slavery. On the contrary, 
the opposite is true today. Present marital status among Blacks indicates that marriage 
rates are drastically declining and that there is a dramatic increase toward singlehood 
several years after slavery (Bryant et al., 2010; Dixon, 2007). In order to explain the high 
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rates of marriage among ex-slaves, Dixon (2007) reasoned that Black men and women 
married in record numbers shortly after slavery because they highly valued marriage and 
desired to reconnect with their African values regarding the importance of the marital 
union. It is well-known that after slavery, a period also known as the postbellum era, 
many former slaves desperately searched for their lost families and went to great lengths 
to legalize the conjugal arrangements that they had established during slavery (Dixon, 
2007; Franklin, 2000). Ruggles (1994) indicated that between 1880 and 1910 about 
56.3% of Blacks (and 66.9% of Whites) were nuclear households, about 23.5% of Blacks 
(and 19.7% of Whites) households were extended family, and 20.3% of Blacks (and 
13.4% of Whites) households were considered fragmented or “broken” homes. Ruggles 
also noted that “extended family” households included married couples who were 
residing with kin or grandchildren. Thus, the belief was that there were more married 
Black couple families than those represented in the “nuclear family” households between 
1880 and 1910. In addition, Haines (1996) and Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan (1995) 
presented that marriage rates increased among Blacks and decreased among Whites after 
slavery. Accordingly, Billingsley (1992) asserted that in 1880, 80% of Black families 
included a husband and a wife. In spite of the fact that some scholars believed that 
marriage rates among Blacks were high directly after slavery, other scholars have 
questioned the reports of early censuses in regard to the quality of marital status data for 
Blacks, particularly those between the years of 1880 and 1910 (Preston, Lim, & Morgan, 
1992; Patterson, 1998; Stevenson, 1995).  
As mentioned earlier, Herbert Gutman’s widely contested work, The Black 
Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1925, maintained that the majority of Black 
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families during this period were headed by two parents (i.e., married couples). Some have 
disputed Gutman’s assertion and that of others (e.g., Jones, 1985; White, 1985) who 
conceded that the majority of slave and ex-slave families upon their emancipation “…had 
two parents, and most older couples lived together in long-lasting unions” (Stevenson, 
1995, p. 9). Stevenson argued that a stable, monogamous, nuclear family lifestyle 
emerged as the main presentation of slave and ex-slave families in Gutman’s study 
because he wanted to perpetuate the notion that slavery did not negatively impact Black 
marital and familial lives by challenging the historical characterization of Black families 
as weak, unstable, and disorganized. She contested that Gutman’s survey of post-
emancipation documents such as the Union Army population census data from 1865 and 
1866 and the Freeman’s Bureau marriage registers may have reflected more of the social 
expectation of those recording these data and the immediate response of slaves to their 
“freedom” rather than a clear indication of their marital and familial ideals and realities. 
Stevenson maintained that slave and ex-slave families were not largely nuclear nor were 
they derived from long-term monogamous marriages.  
Patterson (1998) concurred with Stevenson by indicating that in 1880, 31% of all 
Black households were headed by a single person, with 25.3% headed by women and 
5.9% headed by men. Utilizing Preston et al.’s (1992) analysis of the public use sample 
from the U.S. Census of 1910, Patterson explicated that the misrepresentation of a 
substantial number of cohabiting women who reported that they were married flawed the 
census data, which indicated that most Black families were headed by couples. 
Furthermore, Preston et al. (1992) showed that reports of widowhood among Blacks in 
the 1910 census was greatly exaggerated because those who reported widowhood in 
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actuality were separated, divorced, or never married, and that marital turnover appeared 
to be more frequent than implied by census reports. Preston et al. (1992) and Patterson 
(1998) asserted that in order to legitimize childbirth outside of marriage or to conceal the 
desertion of their husbands, many women reported that they were widowed. Thus, 
Preston et al. and Patterson contended that marriage among Blacks was much more 
unstable and ambiguous than the early census reports suggested. Preston et al. further 
asserted that the reports of the 1910 census indicated a greater historical continuity of 
patterns of marital instability among Blacks than suggested by some scholars. 
While the marital status of Blacks after slavery appears to be questionable, these 
figures still indicate that the rates of marriage among ex-slaves were higher than they are 
today. Dixon (2009) posited that in 1950 about 35% of Black men and 38% of Black 
women were unmarried compared to 57% of men and 64% of women in 2000. According 
to Patterson (1998), between the last decade of the 19
th
 century and 1940, Blacks tended 
to marry at earlier ages than Whites. He posited that there has been a sizeable decline in 
the marriage rate of Blacks since the 1940s—nearly less than a century after 
emancipation from slavery. In assessing the changes in the patterns of first marriages in 
the United States, Rodgers and Thornton (1985) found that marriage probabilities for 
Black men and women exceeded those of Whites until about 1950. Even though the 
census data after slavery provided significant quantitative analysis of Blacks’ marital 
status and their efforts to triumph over the long-standing systematic assault on their 
unions, the data offered little information about the qualitative aspects and relational 
dynamics of ex-slaves’ marital unions.  
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 Scholars have commented that the presumed high rates of marriage, very early 
age of marriage, and high fertility among Blacks during postbellum years may be 
connected to the practices of the sharecropping system, lingering patterns from slavery, 
and perhaps practices derived from Africa (Franklin, 2000; Patterson, 1998; Tolnay, 
1984). Tolnay explicated the ways in which farm tenancy during the sharecropping 
period of 1866-1955 influenced the distinctive patterns of very early marriages and 
extremely high fertility among Blacks compared to Whites by 1900. After the Civil War 
and the emancipation of slaves, denial of landownership compelled many ex-slaves to 
settle into tenancy arrangements, which was an exchange of labor for access to 
agricultural land and its produce (Tolnay, 1984).  
According to Leary, farm tenancy was a peonage because of the discriminatory 
acts of charging high interest rates, false billing statements, false labor-contracts, and low 
wages to Black farmers created financial difficulties that were impossible for many 
farmers to escape for many generations. Rapid family formation and dependency on 
family labor were built-in incentives within the farm-tenancy system because “the 
cultivation of cotton require[d] a large number of unpaid laborers, [thus] landlords [were] 
unwilling to rent unmarried men and [gave] preference to tenants who have a young or 
middle-aged wife and whose children were living with them” (Davis, Gardner, & 
Gardner, 1941, p. 327-328). Tolnay asserted that the practices of farm tenancy were 
remnants of practices during slavery in that rapid childbearing and having as many 
children as possible were rational behavioral responses necessary for their social and 
economic survival. Conversely, he explained that the strategies of early marital 
childbearing adopted during this period also handicapped the tenant class both socially 
58 
and economically. Specifically, Patterson described how the economic gain and 
reproductive interests inherent in the farm-tenancy system created tensions in Black 
marriages. He asserted that having a large family created an opportunity for land-tenant 
and in most cases provided limited economic profit; thus, wives and children became 
essential assets for the male tenant. According to Patterson, the farm tenancy system was 
congruent to male reproductive interests that emerged on the slave plantation but offered 
little reproductive interest to women. He stated that women had nothing to gain in 
marrying too young, except for many years of labor on the farm and more children. 
Patterson explained that such divergence in reproductive interests between men and 
women probably generated more gender conflicts in marriages.  
Similarly, Franklin (2000) explained the ways in which the practices of farm 
tenancy perpetuated gender tensions and marital conflicts between Black men and 
women. After emancipation, Black families strived to uphold the Eurocentric norms of 
gender relations in which the male’s role is that of the sole provider and head of the 
household and the female’s role is that of the housewife and primary caregiver childcare. 
However, due to the economic climate and practices of farm tenancy, adhering to 
Eurocentric gender norms became a great source of tension within Black marital 
relationships. According to Franklin, the dynamics of gender relations were complicated 
by the influence of the Freedmen’s Bureau that was in place after emancipation. The 
Freedmen’s Bureau was established in 1865 by the Republican Congress in order to 
protect the rights of former slaves by providing them with education and medical care in 
addition to monitoring land-labor contracts. However, the Bureau was much more 
concerned with protecting the interests of the White landlords and not those of Black 
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families, much less the interests of Black women. Black women’s (mostly mothers) 
decisions and that of their husbands to stay home and care for their own children brought 
about reduction in agricultural productivity due to women’s withdrawal from the labor 
force. In order to ensure landlords’ economic gains, the Bureau enforced laws that 
required Black women to work in the fields alongside their husbands. Franklin 
emphasized that Black women were understandably deeply embittered and disappointed 
when the option to spend more time in their homes was denied. In an effort to ensure 
such control over family labor, the Freedmen’s Bureau gave Black men authority over 
their wives by designating the husband the head of the household and gave him the right 
to sign contracts for the labor of his entire family (Franklin, 2000).  
The Bureau further created a wedge between Black men and women and 
demonstrated its commitment to male superiority by assigning less land to families 
without a male head of household. In addition, Franklin (2000) attested to how the 
Faustian bargain between Black and White men allotted Black men higher wages than 
Black women and gave him authority over Black women in exchange for their labor in 
the fields, further eroding gender relations within Black male-female relationships. The 
psychological impact of such agreements of patriarchal thinking between Black men and 
White men ruptured the solidarity between Black men and women, particularly when the 
husbands rigidly embraced the appointed role of patriarch and taskmaster (hooks, 2001). 
Even though Black males had the supposed Eurocentric male gender role of the head of 
the household, they were denied the opportunity to fulfill this role financially to their 
families. Due to limited access to land-tenant arrangements and lack of equal access to 
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economic profits and agricultural product gains during the sharecropping period, most 
Black husbands and fathers must have developed provider role strain.  
Provider role strain arises when socially structured inequalities prevent or limit 
Black husbands’ and fathers’ abilities and opportunities to achieve gender-role 
expectations (Franklin & Boyd-Franklin, 2000). According to Franklin and Boyd-
Franklin (2000) such strain reduces psychological well-being and quality of marital and 
family life. Given that the racial climate after emancipation was highly tense and hostile, 
enforcement of beliefs about the inferiority of Blacks perpetuated by policies and laws 
such as the Black Code and Jim Crow laws, significantly altered the economical, 
psychological, and relational well-being of ex-slave marriages and families (Leary, 
2005). Williams and Williams-Morris (2000) indicated that levels of Black-White 
segregation increased dramatically between 1860 and 1940, restricting the access of 
Blacks to agricultural, educational, employment, residential, and other societal 
opportunities. Not only did ex-slave men and women have to contend with Post 
Traumatic Slave Syndrome, limited access to labor work, and economic injustice, they 
also had to deal with the daily traumatic assaults and fears of lynching, rape, and 
pervasive negative images about being Black that endangered their physical, mental, 
spiritual, and emotional well-being. Such daily distressing experiences of racial 
discrimination could induce psychological and physiological reactions that may have lead 
to adverse changes in mental, emotional, and relational health, and may consequently 
have influenced marital outcomes (Bryant et al., 2010; Williams & Williams-Morris, 
2000). Thus, the complexities of provider role strain, gender-role conflicts, racial 
discrimination, and assaults to one’s mental and emotional health may have impacted the 
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marital outcomes and qualities of many Black men and women after slavery. Seemingly, 
the confluence of the aforementioned complexities may have possibly influenced the 
decline in marital unions of Black men and women less than a century after 
emancipation. 
 In her analysis of slave narratives and the Freedmen’s Bureau reports, Franklin 
(2000) indicated that there was an alarming increase in family disputes and spousal abuse 
in the Black community during the sharecropping period. She found that most husbands 
attempted to assert their authority and frustrations through aggression and sometimes 
violence. Franklin highlighted the narratives of some working-class women regarding the 
nature of their relationships with their husbands after emancipation. She wrote:  
My ole man got so trifling and mean that I quit him and work for myself.  
Dat was the meanest niggah dat ever lived. He would slip up behin’ me 
when I was wuking in the fiel’ am beat me.  
He got to runnin around with a ole ’oman. She got all his money. All I 
ever got was a beating and babies.  
I got so I dreaded to see him coming, but I wuz nearly as big as him and I 
wasn’t gonna stand no misabusin. I’d fights him back.  
My ole man, he was a good field worker. He’s a good man, but he’s rough 
an’ low down. I’m shore married to him though, and I got to make the bes’ 
of a bad bargain. (pp. 52-53)  
The painful descriptions of these ex-slave women regarding the quality of their 
relationships with their husbands sadly exemplify numerous scholars’ assertions that the 
brutal and violent nature and practices of slavery undoubtedly influenced the ways in 
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which Black men and women interacted with one another years after slavery (Patterson, 
1998; Stevenson, 1991, 1995).  
Stevenson (1991) stated that “the ability to beat someone, to hold that kind of 
physical control over another human, was a sadistic expression of power that [B]lacks 
learned repeated from their interaction with, and observation of, white authority figures” 
(p. 115). Consistent with the perspectives of social learning theory and the 
multigenerational transmission process, observations of the behaviors, attitudes, and 
outcomes of repeated physical control over another human can be transmitted from one 
generation to another (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The beliefs, attitudes, and motivation 
behind the practice and endorsement of physical abuse toward slaves may have 
influenced the ways in which the residual effects of spousal abuse and gender-conflict 
derived from slavery and post-slavery eras have infiltrated present relational quality and 
outcomes between Black men and women. Unfortunately, the prevalence and high 
incidence of intimate partner violence among Black couples today may be connected to 
the residual effects of slavery (Taft, Bryant-Davis, Woodward, Tillman, & Torres, 2009). 
Autobiographical accounts of individuals after emancipation are replete with narratives of 
how slaves and ex-slave husbands beat their wives in similar manners that they observed 
and experienced white slaveholders physically abuse Blacks, particularly women 
(Franklin, 2000).  
Even after slavery, the practices, attitudes, and beliefs of domination from Whites 
to Blacks embraced by Black communities continued to denigrate love and affectionate 
bonds within Black male-female relationships. Black men’s and women’s attempts and 
efforts in overcoming the atrocities imposed on their heterosexual unions during slavery 
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were further jeopardized by institutionalized racism such as Jim Crow laws and social 
changes and movements such the Great Depression, urbanization, and the Black Power 
and Feminist movements (Dixon, 2007). Thus, there is a need for empirical evaluation of 
the ways in which racial discrimination and social inequalities after slavery influenced 
the marital qualities and outcomes of former slaves. In addition, the ways in which 
practices, behaviors, attitudes, values, and beliefs regarding male-female relationships 
transmitted after slavery may inform the current experiences of Black men’s and 
women’s romantic bonds should be examined.        
Historical Landscape of Theorizing About Black Male-Female Relationships: 
1970s-1980s 
 Efforts to understand the struggles within Black male-female relationships have 
historically been dominated by the following question: Who is to be blamed for the crisis 
within Black male-female romantic relationships—White society, Black men, or Black 
women? As the rates of divorce and single parent households (mostly females) surged 
and the rates of marriages dwindled in the 1970s and 1980s, many writers and social 
scientists began to theorize about the conflict within Black male-female relationships 
(Staples, 1971; Franklin 1980; Pouissant, 1982; Wallace, 1982). The increased alienation 
between Black women and Black men became the focus of attention in the 1970s and 
1980s because during the 1940s and 1960s the structures of most Black families were 
marriage-based (McAdoo, 2007; Wilkinson, 1999). Staples (1979) and Cherlin (1981) 
emphasized that before the 1950s Blacks entered into marital unions earlier than Whites 
and that this long-established pattern was replaced by Blacks marrying less often and 
later than Whites after the 1950s. Accordingly, Norton and Moorman (1987) asserted that 
from 1975 to 1985 the proportion of Black women between ages 20 and 54 who had ever 
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married dropped from 80% to 64.7%, the divorce rates rose from 21.7% to 30.6%, and 
rates of those who had remarried decreased from 55.9% to 45.7%. Thus, the decline in 
marriage and the rise of singlehood in the late 1960s, 1970s and 1980s indicated that the 
romantic relationships among Black men and women were in turmoil and deserved 
significant attention (Karenga, 1989).  
In 1968, Grier and Cobb’s work, Black Rage, was the first book from a 
psychological perspective that linked the effects of slavery and racial discrimination to 
the growing conflicts that challenged the love and marital relationships of Black men and 
women. This work illustrated the ways in which Black men and women had to struggle to 
achieve manhood and womanhood in a society that undermines and devalues their 
humanity and love for one another. About a decade later, Wallace’s (1979) work, Black 
Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman, challenged Grier and Cobb’s work and those of 
others (Frazier, 1939; Drake & Cayton, 1945) who claimed that the conflictual 
relationships between Black men and women were due to residual effects of slavery and 
the oppression of White society. Wallace asserted that Black males were to be blamed for 
the growing alienation between Black men and Black women and not White society. Like 
Wallace, Franklin (1980) maintained that White racism was a conditional rather than 
causal variable in creating and perpetuating the conflict in Black male-female 
relationships and suggested that scientific inquiry be conducted elsewhere to identify the 
causal variable that leads to Black male-female conflict. Franklin (1984) explicated the 
ways in which Wallace’s viewpoints altered the landscape of discussions regarding the 
cause of the crisis within the Black male-female intimate partnerships in the 1980s. 
According to Franklin (1984) Wallace’s work was provocative because it came at the 
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heels of the Black Movement in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when many of the 
societal gains inspired by Black males were disappearing. Wallace’s perspective that 
Black men are equally oppressive to Black women as White men was powerfully 
illustrated in this statement: “While she [Black woman] stood by silently as he [Black 
man] became a man, she assumed that he would finally glorify and dignify Black 
womanhood just as the White man has done for White women” (p. 57). Wallace 
described the ways in which the patriarchal culture of the Black Power Movement and 
the sexist ideologies of Black men further marginalized Black women and thus caused 
the destructive relations between Black men and Black women. Writers such as Walker 
(1967), Bambara (1970) and Shange (1977) agreed with Wallace that the gender crisis 
incurred by sexism and practices of oppressive patriarchal norms by Black men authored 
the deteriorating relations between Black men and Black women. Like Wallace, Franklin 
(1984) concurred that the conflictual relationships between Black men and women was 
not the cause of White power structure but of “Black Macho”—the notion that Black 
women needed to step back and allow Black men to reclaim and practice their long 
denied masculinity and manhood (Wallace, 2007).  
Franklin (1984) reported that a few months after Wallace’s explosive book was 
published an entire issue of the Black Scholar was devoted to the topic of Black male-
female relationships. In the issue, scholars like Karenga (1979), Jones (1979), and Staples 
(1979) ferociously disagreed with Wallace that Black men’s alliance to patriarchal sexist 
ideology was the sole cause of the conflict between Black men and Black women. Staples 
(1979) and Karenga (1979) argued that Wallace was misguided on the issue and that her 
middle class status and education in predominately White institutions obscured her 
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understanding of the oppressive influence of White power structure on Black male-
female relationships. Furthermore, Karenga (1979) and Staples (1979) launched a 
personal attack on Wallace and others who espoused similar viewpoints, claiming that 
their anger and hatred toward Black men and dismissal of the Black Power Movement 
was rooted in personal hurt and support of White feminist perspectives. In the same vein, 
many such as Moore (1980) and Braithwaite (1981) insisted that Black women’s 
aggressiveness and hatred toward Black men was due to the women’s liberation 
movement and created the mounting crisis within Black male-female relationships as 
opposed to White power structure. The disputes as to whether Black men, Black women, 
or the White power structure was responsible for the conflict between Black men and 
women stemmed from the notion that gender conflict is a “white thing” (Wallace, 2007, 
p. 12). Wallace (2007) averred that this idea came out of the Black Power Movement 
which held that due to racial inequality and the process of enslavement, Blacks were 
unable to adhere to White’s values of gender roles and thus gender conflict did not exist 
among Black men and women.  
Some Black intellectuals such as Staples (1979) held that the notion of Black 
male sexism seemed to be inconceivable in conceptualizing the reasons for the 
deteriorations in Black male-female relationships—racism was seen as the primary and 
only perpetrator (hooks, 1981). Staples’ (1979) struggle with the idea of sexism as the 
cause of the conflicts between Black men and women was apparent in his response to 
Wallace’s (1979) book. He stated that even though sexism may be emerging problem 
within Black culture, most Black men do not have institutional power to oppress Black 
women. hooks (1981) disagreed with Staples; she maintained that “while the 60s [B]lack 
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[P]ower [M]ovement was a reaction against racism, it was also a movement that allowed 
[B]lack men to overtly announce their support of patriarchy” (p. 98). hooks believed that 
Black male sexist oppression of Black women originated from their acceptance and 
commitment to male dominance.  
 Although some scholars (Balogun, 1999; Patterson, 1998; Sudarkasa, 2007) 
claimed that patriarchy in precolonial Africa did not entail male supremacy, hooks (1981) 
argued that Black male sexism existed long before American slavery. She posited that the 
patriarchal social structure of White Americans gave the enslaved Black male higher 
status than the enslaved Black female. She further claimed that such male dominance 
over females enforced within the slave sub-culture reinforced the belief in the minds of 
enslaved Black males that they were superior to the enslaved Black females. hooks 
affirmed that one of the ways that sexist patriarchal norms were sustained in the slave 
sub-culture was through the sex-role differentiation of work load in which Black women 
were forced to perform the “male” tasks such as working in the fields but Black men 
were not required to perform “female” tasks such as childcare (p. 88). hooks emphasized 
this sex-role differentiation reflected White slave masters’ bias toward males. The 
internalization of sexist definitions of male and female roles in the slave sub-culture 
perpetuated the belief among Black intellectuals that the effects of slavery destroyed 
Black men’s ability to assume the traditional male roles of provider and protector (hooks, 
1981; Hare & Hare, 1989). 
 hooks maintained that the amplified focus on the impact of racism on Black men 
depicted Black males as effete, emasculated, and crippled. She emphasized that these 
depictions were so intense that Black people, especially Black men, were reluctant to 
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acknowledge that the damaging effect of racism did not prevent Black men from being 
sexist oppressors or justified their sexist oppression of Black women. Wallace (1979), 
hooks (1981) and Franklin (2000) illustrated the ways in which the establishment and 
maintenance of sexist patriarchal social order were ingrained and reinforced in Black 
segregated culture and movements such as the early Liberation Movement, Civil Rights 
Movement, and Black Power Movement by the lack of representation of Black women in 
leadership roles. hooks (1981, 1995) and others asserted that much of the struggle in 
Black marital relationships and male-female relationships in the 19
th
 and 20
th
 centuries 
was due to the fact that Black men were more focused on not only proving to White 
America that “I AM A MAN” but also to Black women as well. In their efforts to fight 
racism and to prove to White Americans that they are humans and possess American 
values, Blacks (both men and women) blindly bought into the patriarchal social order of 
White culture (hooks, 1981, 1995; Hare & Hare, 1989; Aldridge, 1991).  
Social scientists asserted that Black Americans’ attempts to successfully 
assimilate into White American culture placed them in a peculiar circumstance of a 
double-bind between racism and sexism (Jackson, 1971; hooks, 1981; Franklin, 2000, 
Aldridge, 1991; Staples, 1979). Black men wanted to assume their “traditional America” 
masculine roles as providers and protectors of their family and Black women wanted to 
assume their “traditional America” feminine roles of homemaker. However, lack of 
employment and underemployment due to institutionalized racism prevented many Black 
men from gaining access to jobs that would enable them to assume their “traditional 
male” roles in American culture (Staples, 1979; Hare & Hare, 1989; Madhubuti, 1991). 
At the same time, the effects of institutionalized racism provided Black women with 
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limited opportunities to domestic service jobs (such as maids, housekeepers, and 
washerwomen) that relegated them to jobs that were considered valueless in American 
culture (hooks, 1981; Franklin, 2000). The fact was that the lives of many Black men and 
women were not congruent with the social structure of White American patriarchal 
values, which inevitably fueled the mounting disruptions in Black male-female 
relationships in the 1970s and 1980s (hooks, 1981; Madhubuti, 1989; Hare & Hare, 1989; 
Akbar, 1989). hooks (1981) claimed that although many Black women worked outside of 
the home, many of them also strongly supported patriarchy. She stated Black women 
began to regard Black men with hostility, anger, and contempt because they were not 
assuming their “traditional America” role as the breadwinner or head-of-the-household. 
hooks provided a profound statement by Gail Stokes, a Black woman writer, regarding 
the resentment and contempt that many Black women had toward Black men for not 
assuming the role of a provider. hooks quoted Gail Stokes from her 1968 article in the 
Liberator titled “Black Woman to Black Man”: 
Of course you will say, “How can I love you and want to be with you 
when I come home and you’re looking like a slob? Why, white woman 
never open the door for their husbands the way you black bitches do.” I 
should guess not, you ignorant man. Why should they be in such a state 
when they’ve got maids like me to do everything for them? There is no 
screaming at the kids for her, no standing over the hot stove; everything is 
done for her, and whether her man loves her or not, he 
provides…provides…do you hear that, nigger? PROVIDES! (hooks, 
1981, pp. 92-93)  
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hooks analyzed this above statement as the rage of working Black women who 
have associated manhood with the ability of men to be sole economic provider of the 
family and thus feel cheated and betrayed by Black men. Further, she explained that the 
statement illustrated Black women’s acceptance and support of patriarchal sexist norms. 
Additionally, the above statement profoundly explicated the ways in which Black women 
felt denigrated and taken for granted in their homes and in the wider society by sexist 
Black men, White racist patriarchs, and White females (hooks, 1995; Franklin, 2000). 
Many scholars have postulated that the embrace and internalization of patriarchal 
sexist social order have perpetuated situations in which many Black women perceive 
Black men who are unable to assume the breadwinner role as lazy, selfish, irresponsible, 
and emasculated (hooks, 1981; Hare & Hare, 1989; Franklin, 2000). Conversely, many 
Black men’s perceptions of Black women as aggressive, castrators, unfeminine, 
controlling, and unwilling to submit to male dominance indicates the extent that Black 
men have accepted and internalized the norms and structure of patriarchal sexist society 
(Franklin, 2000; Aldridge, 1991). Such internalization of negative stereotypes among 
Black men and Black women due to the effects of racism and sexism are often translated 
into expectations of self and partner, thus causing conflict and crisis in not only the 
marital union but in non-marital romantic relationships as well (Aldrigde, 1991; 
Pinderhughes, 2002). hooks (1981) and others urged that understanding of the double 
edged swords of racism and sexism as well as the complex interplay between the two is 
critical in conceptualizing the causes of conflicts within Black male-female relationships.   
Although Staples (1979) failed to examine the effects of sexism within the Black 
culture as a possible source of the increasing conflicts between Black men and women, 
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he proposed several other reasons for the deterioration of Black heterosexual intimate 
partnerships. Staples suggested that the damaging effects of institutionalized racism on 
the manhood of Black men created the disruption in Black male-female romantic 
relationships. Staples (1979) and Kunjfu (1989) cited that the high rates of mortality and 
suicide among Black men, the fact that a half million of them are in prison, that one third 
of urban Black men have drug problems, the high unemployment rates, and the 
increasing number of same sex relationships among Black men have influenced the 
reduction of eligible males available to Black women. Staples (1979) further explained 
that the shortage of marriageable Black men may have limited the choices of Black 
women in mate selection and thus created the rise in the population of never married 
Blacks in 1975.  
In her article, But Where Are the Men?, Jacqueline Jackson (1971) elucidated the 
fact Black sex ratio imbalance between Black males and Black females creates situations 
where there are not enough Black males for Black females, thus the rise in never married 
population and female-headed households among Blacks. Jackson indicated that Black 
sex ratio (the number of males per every 100 females) has declined since 1920, in which 
there were approximately 91 Black males for every 100 Black females. Consequently, the 
continuous decline in Black male to female sex ratio over several decades has 
significantly impacted the rate of marriage of Blacks and further contributed to the rift 
between Black men and women (Dixon, 2009). Furthermore, Jackson posited that the 
increase in interracial courtships and marriages (mostly between Black men and White 
women) further encroached upon the limited supply of Black males available to Black 
females. However, Staples (1979) contended that although interracial relationships 
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exacerbated the conflicts between Black men and Black women, interracial relationships 
do not impact the availability of Black men to Black women because only a small 
percentage of Black men were involved in such relations in the 1960s and 1970s. Staples 
and Jackson did believe that most Blacks, particularly women, viewed their singleness as 
a state forced upon them by social structural conditions.    
By the late 1980s, most of the rhetoric about Black male-female relationships was 
filled with Black men and women blaming each other for the mounting tension in their 
intimate relationships (Franklin, 2000; Dixon, 2007). The implications of the Civil 
Rights, Black Power, and Feminist movements that occurred brought about negative 
stereotypes, myths, and erroneous assumptions that impeded healthy communication, 
emotional, and affectionate interactions between Black men and Black women (Burgest 
& Bower, 1989; Franklin, 2000; hooks, 2001; Dixon, 2007). Negative stereotypes and 
myths such as “Black women are not feminine enough,” “Most Black men prefer white 
women,” “Black men ain’t sh—t,” “All a Black man wants is your body,” “Black women 
are matriarchal,” “White men treat their women better than most Black men treat their 
women,” and “A White woman would not treat her man this way” have sired generations 
of impasses between Black men and women (Houston, 1981; Burgest & Bower, 1989; 
Major & Billson, 1992; Richardson & Wade, 1999; hooks, 2001). Scholars have asserted 
that the influence of racism and sexism along with Black Americans’ assimilation and 
identification with the social values and social structure of White American society 
regarding gender roles, beauty, sexuality, and heterosexual intimate partnerships 
contributed to the difficulties and conflicts in Black male-female romantic relationships 
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(Asante, 1981; Akbar, 1989; Grier & Cobbs, 1968; Karenga, 1989; hooks, 1981; Staples, 
1979).  
Burgest and Bower (1989) asserted that the ways in which Black males and Black 
females view each other are directly related to the ways they perceive White society and 
how they feel they are viewed by White society. Historically, in the interest of 
maintaining and perpetuating White (male) dominance, White society has perceived and 
treated anything and anyone Black as subhuman and inferior while regarding anything 
and anyone White as human and superior. Jewell (1983) posited that the prevalence of 
White male-female definitions and images as positive tends to serve as a means of 
comparing and contrasting Black male-female definitions and images as negative both 
among Whites and Blacks. Consequently, the establishment of authentic and harmonious 
interpersonal relationships between Black men and women is impeded because Black 
men and women have internalized negative myths about Blackness and positive myths 
about Whiteness (Jewell, 1983, 1983; Pouissant, 1982). Unfortunately, the negative 
views of self (Blackness) and positive views of others (Whiteness) have disrupted the 
dynamics of intimacy between Black men and Black women (Jewell, 1983). Although, in 
one of the first empirical studies on the ways Black men and women perceive each other, 
Turner and Turner (1974) found that Black college students were no more likely to make 
derogatory evaluations of other Blacks than Whites made of other Whites. However, their 
findings also indicated that on work-related characteristics of men, Black females and 
males had a greater tendency to view men as “no good,” with Black females specifically 
viewing men as “irresponsible” and “untrustworthy” (pp. 454-455). Jewell (1982, 1983), 
and Burgest and Goosby (1985) explained that negative imagery and definitions 
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attributed to Black females and males influence the perceptions of Black females and 
males and, ultimately these negative views of each other lead to disruptive behaviors that 
create distrust and conflicts in the dynamics of Black male-female communication and 
interactions.  
While scholars in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s agreed that there were problems 
within Black male-female relationships, they differed as to the specific nature of the 
problems, thus creating difficulties with regard to empirical analysis of the problems 
(Cazenave, 1983). Nonetheless, few empirical studies were conducted in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s on Black male-female relationships in order to understand the emotional 
and relational alienation between Black men and women (Turner & Turner, 1974; Smith 
& Milliam, 1979; Rodgers-Rose, 1980; Cazenave, 1983; Fairchild, 1985). These studies 
highlighted the facts that Black male-female relationships were definitely in crisis and 
that the reasons for the tensions within these intimate unions were embedded in social 
structural and cultural factors such as racism, gender role socialization, sex-ratio 
imbalance, economic marginalization, and internalization of negative stereotypes.  
Contemporary Conceptualization of Black Male-Female Relationships: 1990s-2000s 
In the last decade of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st century, 
continued theorization concerning the “love and trouble” that beset Black heterosexual 
intimate relationships emerged sporadically (Collins, 2000). Hill (2004) posited that 
sporadic attention was given to examination of the troubles within the Black male-female 
relationships in the 1990s and early 2000s because it was often perceived as 
inappropriately airing dirty laundry and adding to literature that impugned and 
stereotyped Black Americans. Although academic scholarship on explorations of Black 
male-female relationship were scant in the 1990s and early 2000s (Staples,1993; Tucker 
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& Mitchell-Kernan, 1995; Patterson, 1998; Chapman, 1995), movies like Baby Boy, The 
Brothers, Waiting to Exhale, and Two Can Play That Game illustrated the complexities 
of the “love and trouble” of Black male-female relationships across class and age. These 
movies highlighted the prevalence of distrust, economic instability, stereotyping of Black 
men and women, gender crisis, and conflicts within Black male-female relationships. 
According to Hill, such popular movies along with the high rate of singlehood, marital 
failures, and acute alienation between Black men and women brought about much needed 
discussions concerning Black male-female relationships within Black communities in the 
early 2000s.  
Scholars in the years before the 1990s presented the realities of the problems 
within Black male-female relationships as they attempted to conceptualize the origins of 
the problems. In the 1990s and 2000s, social scientists explicated the interplay of racism, 
sexism, and capitalism on the growing conflicts within Black male-female relationships 
and the impact on their intimate relationships (Aldrigde, 1991; hooks, 1993, 2001; 
Patterson, 1998; T’Shaka, 2001). As marital relationships continued to decline and there 
was a dramatic increase of singlehood among Blacks, scholars examined the specific 
ways in which the residual effects of slavery, demographic factors, sex ratio imbalance, 
gender socialization, internalized gender stereotypes, and the shifting cultural context in 
the United Stated informs heterosexual Blacks’ mate selection processes and intimacies 
(Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Dixon, 2007, 2009; Hill, 2004; Pinderhughes, 2002). At the turn 
of the 20th century, Patterson (1998) made a profound assertion that “Afro-Americans 
are the most unpartnered and isolated group of people in America and quite possibly in 
the world” (p. 4).  According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2004), 32% of Black 
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adults were married in 2004 compared to 64% in the 1970s. In addition, the proportion of 
never married Black adults has grown since 1970s. In 2008, 41.3% of Black adults 18 
years old and over have never been married compared to 35.1% in 1990 (U.S. Bureau of 
the Census, 2008). Cherlin (1992) stated that “marriage has become just a temporary 
stage of life for [B]lacks, preceded by a lengthening period of singlehood and followed 
by a long period of living without a spouse. Some of that time is commonly spent in 
cohabiting relationships, but these relationships tend to be relatively short” (p. 95). 
Cherlin’s observation sadly attested to the changing marital/coupling trends among Black 
men and women since 1970 when 68% of Black families were headed by married couples 
compared to the year 2000 when only 41% of Black families were headed by married 
couples (Chapman, 2007).   
The precipitous decline in marriages and dramatic increase toward singlehood and 
cohabitation among all populations in the United States may imply that most Americans, 
particularly Blacks, who have been pronouncedly impacted by these demographic 
changes, are apathetic to marriages or intimate relationships. However, Patterson (1998) 
believed that the lack of partnership among heterosexual Blacks does not eliminate the 
fact that they do desire and value marriage and/or commitment to a stable romantic 
relationship. He posited that Americans still strongly value the institution of marriage and 
do desire to have a “successful marriage.” Patterson cited that in the Harvard/Washington 
Post/Kaiser Family Foundation (HWPK) national survey that was conducted in late 1997, 
82% of Blacks and 88% of Whites reported that having a successful marriage and being a 
good parent were their two most significant goals, with 82% of Black women and 83% of 
Black men indicating the importance of these goals. In a survey, South (1993) reported 
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that 77% of Black adults aged 19-35 expressed a wish to get married. In another survey 
by Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan (1995), 72.4% of Black women indicated that they 
wanted to marry or remarry and reported that marriage was important to them. A 
quantitative study investigating whether the future plans of educated Black women 
included a Black mate, Porter and Bronzaft (1995) found that 87% of Black female 
participants desired marriage with Black males. Additionally, Davis et al. (2000) 
indicated that more than 90% of single Black women and men in their study expressed a 
desire to marry or be in a romantic relationship. Indeed, these data demonstrate the fact 
that despite the frequency of heterosexual Blacks’ single status and low marriage rates, 
most Black men and women do desire to be married and/or engage in a romantic 
relationship.  
The above statistics imply that the decline in marriage among Blacks has not 
signaled a decline in the desire for romantic involvement or marriage. However, as 
Patterson pointed out, acknowledging and sincerely believing in a goal or desire is one 
thing; actualizing such goals and desires is another. Efforts to actualize the desire to 
establish and maintain intimate relationships between Black men and women have been 
complicated with the interactive dynamics of racism, sexism, and capitalism (Aldridge, 
1991; Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Dixon, 2009; hooks, 2001; Karenga, 1982; Pinderhughes, 
2002). According to Aldridge (1991), the interplays of racism, sexism, and capitalism, 
which are manifested socio-historically, socio-structurally, socio-culturally, 
interpersonally, and intrapersonally have contributed to the tensions within Black male-
female relationships, thus impeding the actualization of marital and/or romantic 
involvements among Blacks.     
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Gender Socialization and Its Effects on Black Male-Female Relationships  
In the 1990s and 2000s, scholars began to postulate and examine the ways in 
which the socialization of Black girls and boys partly perpetuates and influences the 
relational conflicts and turmoil that Black women and men encounter in their intimate 
partnerships (Aborampah, 1989; Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Dickson, 1993; hooks, 2001; 
Majors & Billson, 1992). The harsh realities of racial oppression, sexism, high rates of 
absent fathers, paternal abusive patterns of relating, unstable employment and 
unemployment, and economic subjugation have forced many Black families to raise their 
girls and boys in ways that are detrimental to their intrapersonal and interpersonal 
relationships (Aldridge, 1991; Dixon, 2007; hooks, 2001; Richardson & Wade, 1999). 
These harsh realities, as Chapman (1995) argued, have made some Blacks 
unconsciously endorse a parenting style of “raising their daughters and loving their sons” 
(p. 25). Dixon asserted that such parenting style is a carryover from slavery in which 
mothers, attempting to protect their sons from the dangers of a racially oppressive 
society, “babied” their sons by exempting them from responsibilities while teaching their 
daughters to be responsible. Boyd-Franklin and Franklin (1998) concurred with Dixon 
that such disparate childrearing does not mean that Black families did not love their 
daughters, but that they attempted to compensate and protect their sons from the intense 
discrimination they encountered in the larger society. As Bryant et al. (2010) stated, 
racial discrimination is a unique stressor for Blacks, which Murry et al. (2001) described 
as a “ubiquitous contextual variable in the lives” of many Black Americans (p. 917). 
Thus, it should be noted that racial oppression greatly impact both male and female 
children (Boyd-Franklin, 2003). However, hooks (2001) and Boyd-Franklin explicated 
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the complexity and the interplay of racism and sexism within this differential treatment of 
young Black women and young Black men.  
According to hooks, the notion and practice of mothers enabling their sons and 
empowering their daughters has not only wreaked havoc on adult Black male-female 
unions, it has also undermined Black women’s and Black men’s self-esteem and self-
love. hooks argued that such an adage (“Black mothers raise their daughters and love 
their sons”) suggests that girls were not important and the only role their mothers played 
in relationships with them was to discipline, punish, and teach them to conform to a 
woman’s lot, that of servitude, while all the affection is given to the boys in attempt to 
assuage the wounds of racial discrimination. Thus, most girls are taught how to be 
subordinate and servile, and boys are inadvertently encouraged to perceive and interact 
with girls from a subjugated context. Such dynamics of female subjugation and male 
domination—whether perceived or enacted—may generate the lack of mutual respect that 
both men and women have expressed as problematic in Black male-female relationships 
(Cazenave, 1983; Fairchild, 1984). Similarly, Boyd-Franklin and Franklin (1998) 
affirmed that such dissimilar socialization of Black girls and boys has “contributed 
greatly to the rage and pain that subsequent generations of African American women feel 
about male attitudes toward an equal partnership in a relationship” (p. 272).     
Franklin (1984) made a similar observation to Chapman (1995) and Dixon (2007) 
years before, that parents and other agents of socialization consciously and unconsciously 
impart Black children with gender socialization that serves to create conflict rather than 
harmony in Black male-female relationships. Franklin asserted that Black girls are raised 
to internalize two conflicting messages about their femininity and womanhood. On one 
80 
hand, Black girls and young women are taught and raised to reject the “traditional” role 
of passivity, emotional and economic dependence on males, while at the same time they 
are encouraged to accept the feminine roles of expressiveness, warmth, and nurturance. 
Franklin also indicated that Black boys and young men are socialized to internalize the 
masculine roles of provider, dominance, aggressiveness, and lack of emotionality, while 
at the same time are taught to be acutely aware of their limitations in life due to their skin 
color. Such differential socialization of Black women and men is apt to inhibit intimacy 
and genuine companionship in male-female relationships (Aldridge, 1991; hooks, 2001; 
Major & Billson, 1992; Patterson, 1998). Many, like Franklin (1984), Chapman (1995), 
and Boyd-Franklin (2003) asserted that this process of socialization affects the socio-
psychological and relational development of Black children, creating adversarial 
interactions in which males and females are pitted against one another, thus dictating the 
trajectory of their interactions in adult heterosexual romantic relationships. Therefore, 
attitudes and beliefs about intimacy and patterns of relating in male-female relationships 
are said to be passed down from one generation to another (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; 
Franklin, 2000; Leary, 2005).  
Scholars have maintained that socialization of Black girls and boys is rooted in 
the socio-historical context and socio-cultural realities of Blacks, in which messages, 
emotions, and behaviors regarding patterns of interaction within male-female unions are 
transmitted intergenerationally (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Pinderhughes, 2002; Richardson & 
Wade, 1999). However, these intergenerational transmitted attitudes, messages, and 
behaviors regarding love and interactions in male-female unions are not only influenced 
by Blacks’ cultural world-sense, but as mentioned earlier, Black Americans' world-sense 
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and experiences have been severely altered by the historical and pervasive devaluation of 
Blacks in a dominant White society.      
Socialization of Black women.  
In socializing young Black women regarding male-female relationships, Hill-
Collins (1991) and Boyd-Franklin (2003) espoused the idea that most female adolescents 
receive ample information about gender differentiation and women’s roles by observing 
and interacting with various Black female role models in their lives. Boyd-Franklin 
indicated that many Black women have reported that exposure to their mothers, aunts, 
grandmothers, and other women in their lives whom they perceived to be extremely 
competent women and who either were sole providers for or contributed financially to the 
survival of their families while raising children, taught them to be self-reliant. Hence, the 
practice of rearing young Black women to have independence, self-sufficiency, and belief 
in their strengths and abilities is reinforced by a cultural proverb: “God bless a child 
who’s got her own” (Boyd-Franklin, 2003, p. 91). Boyd-Franklin asserted that this 
message was widely verbalized and internalized by most Black women because parents, 
particularly mothers, wanted their daughters to get an education and a job in order for 
them to be able to provide for themselves and their families. Dickson (1993) identified 
that the sense of independence with which most Black women are socialized may be 
viewed as either an asset or a liability in their romantic relationships with men depending 
on men’s early socialization. Some Black men may perceive Black women’s 
independence and self-sufficient qualities as advantageous in sustaining intimate 
relationships (Dixon, 2007). However, some Black men who adhere consciously or 
unconsciously to male-dominance and sexist attitudes about women may view such 
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qualities of independence and self-sufficiency in Black women as detrimental in 
maintaining romantic partnerships (Hill, 2004).  
Others such as Robert (1994) emphasized the tension and contradictory attitudes 
that most Black men have toward the quality of independence in Black women. He stated 
that although Black men expressed that the ideal woman should be subservient and 
passive due to their influence of White gender norms, most, however, do appreciate the 
independence, strength, assertiveness, and competence of Black women. The danger, 
however, is that such complex and contradictory attitudes have engendered beliefs and 
perceptions from both Black men and women that Black women are “simply too strong, 
too independent and too self-sufficient for their own good or for the good of their 
relationships” (Franklin, 2000, p. 19). Black women receive contradictory messages that 
being active, strong, and vital is discordant in their heterosexual intimate relationships, 
while at the same time they are often extolled for playing these same roles for the 
betterment of their families and communities (Hill, 2004). Consequently, Black women 
are taught to be independent and self-reliant in general, while at the same time they are 
expected to be dependent, timid, and subservient in relationships with men. Such 
paradoxical perceptions and expectations of the functionality of Black women’s roles and 
characteristics not only affect men’s attitudes and behaviors in intimate relationships, but 
those of women as well.    
Boyd-Franklin (2003) and hooks (2001) indicated that the type of male-female 
interaction patterns that young women observed with their mothers during their early 
socialization informs their choice of men, expectations, and interactions in their own 
adult heterosexual romantic relationships. In addition, according to Boyd-Franklin, 
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women in therapy have described various types of relationships based on their 
observation of their mothers’ relationships with men. She mentioned the relationship 
types of father absent, transient male relationships, weak or dysfunctional father, 
egalitarian marriage, strong or authoritarian father, and abusive male-female relationships 
as some of the forms of paternal and/or maternal male-female models of relationships 
that inform women’s later interactional patterns in adult romantic relationships. In her 
clinical practice, Boyd-Franklin observed that women whose fathers were often absent 
reported two experiences of their mothers with men. She explained that some reported 
that their mother avoided men completely and become preoccupied with work, family, 
parenting, and job activities, while others reported that their mothers were involved in a 
series of transient relationships with men.  
Given the historical and continuous instability of employment and the economic 
marginalization of Blacks, specifically Black men, and desertion of most men of their 
female partner and/or children, most young women are socialized to be economically 
independent. Camp (2002) indicated the ways in which sayings such as “God bless a 
child who’s got her own” and the socialization of Black women to be economically 
independent may also have reinforced the negative messages that many Black females 
receive regarding the trustworthiness and reliability of Black men. In evaluating Black 
female students’ perceptions of Black men in reference to work-related quality, Turner 
and Turner (1974) found that Black females often viewed Black men as irresponsible and 
untrustworthy. Negative messages such as “Black men are no good” or that “they won’t 
be there for you when you need them” are buttressed by young women’s observations of 
their mothers’ relationships with men in their lives and sadly, by the absence of their 
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fathers (Boyd-Franklin, 2003, p. 91). A study by Joseph and Lewis (1981) indicated that 
77.1% of Black mothers who participated in the study reported that they give these 
negative messages regarding Black men to their daughters. Additionally, in a quantitative 
study, Cazenave and Smith (1990) found that the majority of Black women in their study 
strongly agreed with the statement that Black men are not “as reliable, accountable or 
responsible as they should be in their relationships with their women” (p. 157).  Scholars 
have asserted that some Black women are socialized to believe these negative messages 
in order to safeguard them emotionally and practically from the harsh reality that a man 
may be unreliable or unavailable for them, or even exploitive (Chapman, 1995, 2007; 
Richardson & Wade, 1999; Hill, 2004). Accordingly, such negative messages about 
Black men may generate fear and lack of trust of males for most Black women, which 
then become a barrier in establishing trust and intimacy in romantic partnerships.  
 Dixon (2007) explicated the ways in which women raised to be independent, self-
sufficient, and assertive may obstruct intimate connections with future male partners. 
Dixon explained that the woman who may be taught to be and is overly self-sufficient, 
independent, and in control of her environment may fear relinquishing control if the man 
wants to control, but may be unable to do so due to economic and employment 
difficulties and/or his socialization. Similarly, if the man is financially stable and desires 
to establish a collaborative intimate relationship with the woman, she may still fear 
relinquishing control and may be skeptical and cautious of trusting the man. Sadly, the 
need for women to shield or safeguard themselves, whether emotionally or materially, in 
male-female relationships may also be connected to the fear of being exploited by men 
(Chapman, 1995, 2007; Richardson & Wade, 1999). According to Cazenave and Smith 
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(1990), a sizable proportion of Black female participants in their study strongly agreed 
with the notion that many Black men tend to exploit Black women. Camp (2002) posited 
that some men may interpret and experience such lack of trust or fear as defensiveness 
and being too aggressive or too controlling. Most Black men may be deterred by the 
perceived attitude of “I can do bad all by myself.” This may not only lead to power 
struggles and contempt but also distrust and insecurity, thus hindering the cultivation of 
intimacy, love, authenticity, and trust in male-female relationships. Taking into 
consideration both the social context of Blacks in White society and the gender crisis 
within Black male-female unions, some have asserted that it may be advantageous to 
integrate Afrocentric values of interdependence in male-female gender relations in the 
socialization of young women and men (Asante, 1981; Akbar, 1996; Hudson-Weems, 
2008). Given the assertions that Black women’s early socialization to be independent and 
self-sufficient may impede or facilitate intimate attachment or isolation in their relations 
with Black men, it is apparent that there is a critical need to understand the ways in which 
Black women and men understand and experience Black women’s independence, self-
sufficiency, and assertiveness in intimate relationships.  
Socialization of Black men.  
With regard to socialization of boys and young men, Boyd-Franklin (2003) and 
Dixon (2007) explicated the ways in which the legacy of racism and discrimination has 
affected the socialization of Black men in the United States. Boyd-Franklin stated that 
young Black men are given the message of “Be strong but not too strong or you will be 
cut down” in their early socialization (p. 92). This contradictory message is also the 
manifestation of the cruel experiences of racism and injustices that have been inflicted on 
Black men for several generations. Thus, most Black parents attempt to protect their sons 
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because they recognize and believe that the world is a dangerous place for Black men 
(Boyd-Franklin, 2003). Additionally, Camp (2002) noted that the rearing of young men 
to be assertive and at the same time tame their self-confidence is highly symbolic of the 
way in which parents, particularly mothers, raised their sons in the presence of slave 
masters and Klansmen during slavery and post-slavery eras. Furthermore, many scholars 
like Major and Billson (1992), Welsing (1991), and Franklin (2004) have asserted that 
racial injustices such as racial profiling, police brutality, and discrimination have 
endangered the physical and psychological well-being of Black men. Due to the degree 
that Black men lose their lives, some have declared that Black men are an “endangered 
species” in the United States (Majors & Billson, 1992). As a result, the high rates of 
incarceration, homicide, suicide, and gang violence in the lives of Black men have made 
the issue of safety and survival a central aspect of socializing Black male children. 
According Boyd-Franklin (2003), homicide is the leading cause of death for Black men 
between the ages of 13 and 25. Patterson (1998) noted that Black boys between the age of 
5 and 14 are murdered at the rate of 5 per 100,000, which is over 3.8 times that of Black 
girls and 2.27 times for White boys.  
Consequently, raising Black boys to be less assertive in a society that is hostile to 
their humanity is a way of preserving their lives and personhoods. Chapman (1995) 
asserted that some mothers, particularly lower-class single mothers who are acutely 
aware of the societal dangers that beset their sons, have raised their sons to be dependent 
on them by keeping them close to home in order to protect them. She contended that such 
way of “loving their sons” has deprived most Black men the ability to view themselves as 
independent and responsible people. Chapman also highlighted that embedded in this 
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style of parenting in which young men are raised to be close to home is the notion and 
message that they will eventually play the role of co-parent or “man of the house.” She 
further stated that young Black men are thus raised with a contradictory message to be 
dependent and at the same time be independent by exhibiting their “natural male role” of 
a provider. Chapman emphasized that such double messages and interactions may create 
resentment from sons to mothers and that they may develop a fear of female dominance 
that may be projected to future female partners and dictate the dynamics of their adult 
intimate relationships with Black women. Patterson (1998) attested to Chapman’s view 
that this form of socialization is contentious for young Black men in developing future 
romantic male-female relationships because on one hand they receive the message from 
their mothers that “you better grow up gentle and obedient and do everything I tell you,” 
and on the other hand they are told to “hurry and grow up and take care of me the way 
your father never did. Be the man of the house” (p. 139). Coupled with the shame of 
being unable to fulfill the provider role, Patterson and Major and Billson (1992) 
contended that such a double message generates enormous tension for young Black 
men—particularly those who are low-income. According to Patterson, such personal 
conflict may produce feelings of dependency and aggression as well as excessive 
attraction toward and repulsion from women. Such a tentative attitude of relating to 
women may be associated with the fear and shame of not being able to adequately 
assume and affirm the male identity of independence and provider. In addition, the 
hesitant approach toward women may impact most Black men’s development and 
commitment to romantic relations with Black women. Therefore, the disparate 
socialization of young Black men and women may produce tenuous patterns of relating in 
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male-female adult relationships in which males are ambivalent about their independence 
and dependence on females, and females are dogged about their independence and are 
reluctant to rely on males.  
In general, scholars like hooks (2004) have posited that the dominant patriarchal 
culture in the United States has been harmful to men in the sense that their masculinity is 
defined by their job and their ability to successfully perform the role of a sole provider. 
As mentioned before, both Black men and women have accepted and internalized this 
patriarchal value of men as sole financial providers and have thus socialized their young 
boys and girls in this manner. Unfortunately, due to institutionalized racism and financial 
marginalization of Black men in the work force—regardless of educational level or 
socioeconomic status—has hampered their ability to successfully affirm the role of a 
provider (Boyd-Franklin & Franklin, 1998). Resolute attempts of many Black men to 
work hard in the labor force are met with being the last hired and first fired, low pay, or 
lack of promotion (Major & Billson, 1992). As a result, “economic anxiety” or “provider 
role anxiety,” which are concerns regarding the ability to provide for one’s family, are 
major psychological stressors for many Black men (Pinderhughes, 2002, p. 275). Thus, 
for many Black men, the burden of having a female partner who has also internalized the 
message of male as the sole provider and is dependent on them financially, may generate 
frustration and fear of not being able to assume the role and thus becoming the 
stereotypical “irresponsible” Black man (Franklin & Boyd-Franklin, 2000; Major & 
Billson, 1992).  
Pinderhughes (2002) stated that provider role anxiety is heightened for Black men 
because they have to struggle against the persistent stereotype of being an unreliable 
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provider. As hooks (1981; 2001) mentioned, some adult Black females disparage Black 
men for not embracing or successfully executing the role of patriarchal provider, 
producing even greater provider role anxiety for many heterosexual Black males in 
approaching and cultivating romantic unions. According to Major and Billson (1992), 
disappointment and shame in having limited opportunities and accomplishments in 
carrying out socially prescribed masculine roles through economic success have produced 
frustration, anger, bitterness, and alienation in the lives of many Black men. Major and 
Billson (1992) asserted that in order to mask the anger, bitterness, and distrust that Black 
men have toward the broader society and their despair regarding the denial of the right to 
achieve manhood and success, many Black men have develop the self-expression known 
as the cool pose. Major and Billson emphasized that cool pose is an expression of 
survival in which Black men present themselves as emotionless, fearless, and aloof in 
order to preserve their manhood, pride, dignity, and respect. They explained that in some 
aspect, acting and being cool is detrimental because such behavior allows Black males a 
semblance of social competence and control over social oppressions while depriving 
them the ability and freedom to explore and express their genuine emotions not only to 
themselves but also to those in relationships with them.   
Dickson (1993) maintained that while this self-expression and behavior of 
masculinity may be functional in protecting Black males from the pain of devaluation and 
discrimination in an oppressive society, it may be dysfunctional in their intimate 
relationships with Black women. Major and Billson (1992) attested to the ways in which 
cool behaviors may prevent Black males from developing authentic relationships with 
women. They explained that in the courtship process and in romantic partnerships with 
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women, “if he feels rejected, the Black male may reject a woman rather than admit his 
feelings…if she complains about his inadequacy in providing for her and their children, 
he may strike out in anger to cover his anguish” (p. 44). The operative masculine attitude 
and behavior of cool pose enacted to mask the pain of racism, social oppression and 
interpersonal pain may deprives many Black men the opportunity to be their authentic 
selves in intimate relationships with women. Consequently, a lack of vulnerability—the 
expression of genuine feelings and emotions—certainly creates a barrier for cultivating 
intimacy, love, and secure attachment in Black male-female relationships. To date, there 
is little empirical research that has examined the ways in which the dynamics of racism 
and social oppression influence the establishment and maintenance of intimacy in non-
marital unions among never married adult Black males and females. Therefore, it is 
critically important to explore the ways in which Black males’ attempts to mask their 
feelings and emotions of shame, fear, anguish, powerlessness, and invisibility due to 
racism and social oppression through enacting cool pose behavior or attitude impact their 
courtship experiences with Black females.  
Salient to the notion of cool pose is the complexity between the feelings of 
inadequacy and invisibility derived from racism and social oppression and the 
expressivity of Black males’ sexuality. Male sexual prowess is a definition of masculinity 
that is valued in a patriarchal society (hooks, 2004; Welsing, 1991). Scholars have 
postulated that denied access to educational and occupational advancement coupled with 
the devaluation of Black manhood in the United States have created instances in which 
most Black men feel that the sexual arena is one of the few places in society they can 
achieve and assert their masculinity and manhood (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Franklin & 
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Boyd-Franklin, 2000). Boyd-Franklin (2003) emphasized that while the concept of sexual 
conquest as a form of masculine expressivity is common among other racial groups in the 
patriarchal culture of the United States, it holds particular meaning and implication for 
many Black men, specifically with regard to cultivation of intimacy in romantic 
relationships. She posited that young men are taught to “score” sexually with women as 
an assertion of their manliness and achievement of pride. In addition, scholars have 
posited that the encouragement and demonstration of “scoring” sexually is another form 
of masking feelings and emotions of shame, invisibility, and powerlessness (Collins, 
2004; hooks, 2004; Major & Billson, 1992; Patterson, 1998). Major and Billson (1992) 
claimed that the ability to have sexual relations with many women is meant to produce a 
semblance of respect, pride, and dignity that most Black men are denied in the larger 
society. Franklin (2004) posited that the emphasis on male sexual activity creates a 
serious problem for Black men in approaching and entering love relationship because 
masculinity in society is largely about sexual conquest and not necessarily about the give-
and-take and mutual cultivation of intimacy, respect, and love for another. This skewed 
definition and perception of manhood and masculinity based on male sexuality and 
expressivity is not only embraced by Black males but also by Black females.  
Internalization of manhood defined as physical sex entrenched in White 
patriarchal social history is said to extend historically to the roots of slavery in which 
Black males’ identities were tied to their sexuality (Akbar, 1991). Cazeneva and Smith 
(1990) affirmed that Black males’ alleged sexual prowess has generated a common 
stereotype and skepticism about Black men’s fidelity in intimate relationships. Even 
though Black females have also internalized sexual prowess as an expression of manhood 
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among Black men, Patterson (1998) and Pinderhughes (2002) noted that there is a moral 
and behavioral gap between Black females and males regarding acceptance of sexual 
infidelity as problematic both before and after marriage. Patterson indicated even though 
79% of Black men think that marital infidelity is wrong, only 70% of them expressed that 
it is always wrong compared to 92% of Black women who reported that marital infidelity 
is wrong under all circumstances. Patterson and Pinderhughes asserted that such a 
disparity in perceptions about infidelity between men and women may cause uncertainty 
regarding fidelity and may ultimately cause a lack of trust in Black male-female 
relationships. Even though the issue of infidelity in heterosexual relationships is common 
among the general population in the United States, many have stated that the high rate of 
infidelity is one of the main causes of disruption and conflicts in heterosexual Black 
marital and non-marital unions (Patterson, 1998; Pinderhughes, 2002). In fact, Boyd-
Franklin indicated that some Black women have been socialized not to expect fidelity 
from a man, whereas for other women the experience of infidelity may have caused them 
to become cynical about trusting men in intimate relationships. Cazenave and Smith 
(1990) found that the majority of Black women in their study who reported that Black 
men are not satisfied with one woman were also more likely to believe that many Black 
men exploit Black women. Thus, apprehension regarding fidelity becomes a critical issue 
in Black male-female relationships and uncertainty about it fosters lack of trust and fear 
of exploitation.  
Furthermore, Pinderhughes asserted that male infidelity, which may also be 
connected to unequal sex ratios in which there are an over-abundance of females to 
males, may reinforce Black females’ concerns about Black males’ fidelity and 
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commitment to relationships. In a qualitative study with 70 unmarried Black female 
college students, Porter and Bronzaft (1995) found that 65% of the participants responded 
that Black men of comparable educational status have a difficult time committing 
themselves to permanent relationships compared to men of other racial groups. 
Differences in expectations and perceptions about fidelity among Black men and women 
coupled with the prevalence of infidelity may contribute to the conflict and alienation in 
between Black men and women. Hence, there is a significant need to understanding the 
ways beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors regarding male sexual activity and infidelity 
influence Black males’ and females’ experiences in non-marital romantic relationships.       
Internalized Racism and Negative Stereotypes of Black Men and Women  
The lingering effects of slavery have left deep wounds in the nurture of intimate 
relationships between Black men and women. In addition to the historical impact of 
slavery, economic instability, and other structural inequalities within the workforce,  the 
justice system, health system, and education have all contributed and still contribute to 
unstable relationships between Black men and women today (Pinderhughes, 2002). 
According to Camp (2002), the collective effects of the vestige of slavery as well as 
institutionalized racism have propagated hostility, disappointment, and alienation among 
Black men and women. Historical and political-structural factors continue to perpetuate 
deep-rooted emotional and relational injuries that plague the formation and maintenance 
of intimacy within Black male-female relationships today.      
The institution of slavery not only ruined the formation of couple relationships 
structurally, it also destroyed the self image and perception of Black men and women. 
Jones (1997) defined stereotypes as either a negative or positive sets of beliefs held by an 
individual or group about the characteristics of another group of people. Unfortunately, 
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the stereotypes of Blacks in the United States have historically been negative, which 
often propagates the marginalization of Blacks. Stereotypic views of Black men and 
women from the era of slavery regarded males as oversexed, lazy, promiscuous, and 
incapable of marital commitment. Females were viewed as sexually aggressive, 
unfeminine, and emasculators of male identity (Pinderhughes, 2002). Sadly, denial of 
access, inequality, and instability in social capital such as jobs, education, economy, 
health care, and housing due to institutionalized racism during the peonage of 
sharecropping, the Jim Crow era, the Civil Rights era, and the present-day have helped to 
solidify and perpetuate these stereotypes, both in the larger society and among Blacks. 
Willis (1989) asserted that from an early age Black men and women have been taught to 
internalize the above negative stereotypes about themselves both from the larger society 
and within Black communities. Consequently, mate selection among Black men and 
women may be predicated on negative stereotypes, which may increase the likelihood of 
problems in developing and maintaining romantic relationships (Gillum, 2007). 
According to scholars, the distortions of Black sexuality and gender roles through 
negative stereotypes as “the ‘controlling’ Black woman who is supposed to be ‘super 
strong,’ undesirable, totally independent, aggressive and hostile to Black men and the 
‘shiftless’, oversexed Black male that cannot be counted on because he neglects the needs 
of women and children” (Rodgers-Rose, 1980, p. 189) have historically and currently 
dictate the ways in which many Black men and women perceive themselves and each 
other in relationships (Camp, 2002; Dixon, 2007, 2009). These stereotypic views of 
Black men and women have been established and perpetuated by white supremacy 
(hooks, 2001).  
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White supremacy is the act of covert and overt racial aggression through social or 
political means to promote the belief that White people or anything white is superior to 
people of other racial backgrounds (hooks, 2001). hooks posited that negative stereotypes 
often exist in part to ensure the social/racial hierarchical structure.  She explicated that a 
dominant group often requires a subordinate group to be a certain way in order to survive. 
Thus, the powerless group often takes on those characteristics ascribed by the dominant 
group in order to confirm and reinforce the relational dynamic of superiority versus 
inferiority in society. Racism, which according to Jones (1997) is rooted in the historical 
and present oppression of a group defined or perceived by dominant group members as 
inferior, deviant, or undesirable, initiated the chattel slavery institution that Blacks were 
subjected to for more than 350 years. Through historical analysis and clinical work with 
Black clients, Willis (1990) posited that due to the effects of racism, some Blacks feel 
inferior to Whites.  
Leary (2005) averred that Blacks have a unique socialization as a result of 
systematic and traumatic programming of inferiority that has occurred for many 
centuries. She emphasized that from the beginning, “Africans were taught that they were 
inferior physically, emotionally, intellectually and spiritually, thus rendering them 
ineffectual in their own eyes and in the eyes of the society around them” (p. 142). The 
notion of the inferiority of Blacks or anything black was hardly dispelled after slavery; 
unfortunately, the notion is still prevalent in contemporary society. hooks (2003) asserted 
that the psychic wound inflicted on Blacks to justify their inferiority to Whites was never 
healed and that today, many Blacks still suffer from this unjust emotional injury. As Grier 
and Cobbs (1968) explicated, “the minds of our citizens have never been freed” from the 
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notions, attitudes, and practices of the white dominant group, which categorically held 
the belief about the biological, physical, and/or cultural inferiority of Blacks (pp.26). 
Tragically, even after two centuries removed from slavery, many citizens of the world, 
specifically U.S. citizens, still consciously and unconsciously endorse the inferiority of 
Blacks and the superiority of Whites. 
According to Williams and Williams-Morris (2000), internalized racism is the 
acceptance by marginalized racial populations of the negative societal beliefs and 
stereotypes about themselves. Similarly, Taylor (1990) asserted that the process of Blacks 
internalizing Whites’ racist stereotypes about Blacks as well as the alienation from their 
culture of origin and the debilitating effects of oppression and discrimination is believed 
to be the cause of internalized racism. Thus, internalized racism among Blacks can also 
be understood in terms of the endorsement of negative stereotypes and experiences with 
racial oppression and discrimination that are fueled by, or perhaps fuel, the inferiority and 
marginalization of Blacks and/or anything black. In analyzing the work of Frantz Fanon 
(1967) on the process of psychological oppression that Africans and their descendants 
endured and continue to encounter in a white-dominated society, Bulhan (1985) 
explicated the process of internalization and the ways that it is maintained within the 
subjugated group and the larger society. He wrote: 
For in prolonged oppression, the oppressed group willy-nilly internalizes 
the oppressor without. They adopt his guidelines and prohibitions, they 
assimilate his image and his social behaviors, and they become agents of 
their own oppression…The well-known inferiority complex of the 
oppressed originates in this process of internalization. Because of this 
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internalization and its attendant but repressed rage, the oppressed may act 
out, on each other, the very violence imposed on them…They engage in 
self-destructive behavior injurious to themselves, their loved ones and 
their neighbors. (p. 126) 
Thus, internalization of white supremacy ideology and practices can adversely alter one’s 
sense of worth, self, and identity, and may lead to diminished well-being in one’s 
relationships with self and others (hooks, 2001). Accordingly, Leary (2005) stated that 
one of the symptoms of Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome is the feeling of inferiority that 
materializes in what she called vacant esteem, and it is transmitted from generation to 
generation through the society, community, and family. She explicated that vacant esteem 
is the belief that one has little or no worth that is often exacerbated by group and societal 
pronouncements of one’s inferiority.  
Congruent with the notion of vacant esteem is Williams’ and Williams-Morris’ 
(2000) belief that the normative cultural characterization of the superiority of whiteness 
and the devaluation of blackness can lead to the perception of the self as worthless and 
powerless. Internalization of negative stereotypes often generates an undervalued 
assessment of one’s worth and one’s beliefs regarding one’s value—value to families, 
friends, community, and the larger world (Leary, 2005). Thus, negative perceptions of 
oneself through the eyes of others and embraced by self undermine the development of 
healthy self-esteem. Leary described healthy self-esteem as the consequence of an 
accurate and honest assessment of one’s worth, with worth defined as the degree that one 
contributes spiritually, intellectually, emotionally, and materially in one’s personal life 
and in the lives of others. As indicated earlier, negative stereotypic notions of Blacks 
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from the time of slavery to the present-day that are utilized and endorsed by both Blacks 
and Whites along with other racial groups have helped to devalue the worth of Blacks as 
a racial group in society, thus enforcing and confirming the social hierarchy of racial 
superiority versus inferiority in the United States.  
Leary (2005) asserted that the belief that White and all things associated with 
whiteness is superior and that Black and all things associated with Blackness is inferior is 
another symptom of Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome. Many have postulated that most 
Blacks have adopted Eurocentric standards of beauty, heterosexual courtship processes, 
and gender-roles (womanhood and manhood) while fighting against and/or embracing the 
ubiquitous negative societal sexual and gender stereotypes of Black men and women 
(Franklin, 2000; Hill, 2005; Hudson-Weems, 2008). Similarly, Franklin and Boyd-
Franklin (2000) stated that for many Blacks, adult development thus becomes “a process 
of consolidating self definition in spite of, because of, and the inclusion of [W]hite 
superiority and [B]lack inferiority” (p. 35).              
Scholars have espoused that the disparity between the high rates of singlehood 
among Blacks and the desire to engage in intimate relationships requires explorations of 
the ways in which internalization of negative stereotypes of Blacks inform the behaviors, 
attitudes, beliefs, and experiences of men and women in their attempts to cultivate and 
maintain romantic relationships (Belgrave & Allison, 2010; Camp, 2002). Williams and 
Williams-Morris (2000) claimed that evidence suggests that the internalization of cultural 
stereotypes by stigmatized groups can generate expectations, anxieties, and reactions that 
can adversely affect social and psychological functioning. They indicated that in a study 
with 298 African American women, Taylor and Jackson (1990) found that internalized 
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racism was positively correlated with alcohol consumption. In another study that 
analyzed data from the National Survey of Black Americans (NSBA), Williams and 
Chung (2002) found that the endorsement of negative stereotypes among Blacks was 
positively related to chronic health issues and psychological distress. Although a handful 
of studies have found that internalized racism has a detrimental effect on physical health, 
mental health, and self-esteem (Schulz et al., 2000; Tucker, 2003; Williams, Neighbors, 
& Jackson, 2003), Clark, Anderson, Clark, and Williams (2002) stated that research 
exploring the social effects of racism among Blacks is few and far between. This is a 
major gap in the literature. In particular, much empirical research is needed in 
investigating the ways in which internalized racism and stereotypes influence relational 
(both marital and non-marital romantic relationships) well-being among Blacks (Camp, 
2002; Chestnut, 2009; Kelly & Floyd, 2001). Bryant et al. (2010) expressed that given the 
significance of race in the United States, it is imperative to conduct systematic 
explorations of the links between the functioning of marital and non-marital romantic 
relationships and the effects of racial stigmatization. Thus, this current study aims to fill 
the gap in the literature by exploring the ways in which internalized racism and 
stereotypes may influence the experiences, attitudes, and beliefs of Black men and 
women in their attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate non-marital romantic 
relationships.     
Many scholars have theorized that internalization of negative stereotypes of Black 
men and women derived from the era of slavery impacts the present relational 
experiences of Black men and women and fuels the conflicts within Black male-female 
relationships (Akbar, 1996; Boyd-Franklin & Franklin, 1998; Dixon, 2007; hooks, 2001). 
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A survey study conducted by Plous and Williams (1995) concluded that racial stereotypes 
from the days of slavery are still present in American society today and that some Blacks 
have embraced these stereotypes. In a quantitative cross-sectional study examining 
internalized stereotypes among African American couples, Chestnut (2009) found that 
women endorsed higher negative stereotypes of Black females and Black males 
compared to men. In assessing the effects of internalized negative stereotypes among 
distressed and non-distressed Black couples, Taylor and Zhang (1990) found that 
distressed husbands and wives agreed significantly with items that indicated that Blacks 
are cognitively inferior to Whites and are more sexual than Whites compared to non-
distressed couples. Similarly, in a quantitative study that examined the effects of 
internalized negative stereotypes and endorsement of Afrocentric world view on the 
quality of heterosexual Black couples’ relationships, Kelly and Floyd (2001) found that 
for women who endorsed strong beliefs in negative stereotypes, their partners reported 
limited relationship trust. Although the above studies focused on internalized stereotypes 
within marital/couple relationships, findings from these empirical investigations imply 
that internalized stereotypes have deleterious effects on Black male-female relationships 
in general.  
Mate Availability, Eligibility, and Selection 
Sex-ratio imbalance between Black males and females  
Efforts to understand the decline in marriage and rise in singlehood among Blacks 
have beckoned scholars to theorize about the effects of structural factors such as 
economic and demographic issues (Dixon, 2009; Kiecolt & Fossett, 1995; Pinderhughes, 
2002; Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1995). Sex-ratio imbalance between Black males and 
females has been emphasized as a major influence on mate availability and the mate 
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selection process among the general population and more particularly among Blacks 
(Guttentag & Secord, 1983; Jackson, 1971; Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1995). The 
demographic construct of sex ratio, defined as the ratio of males to females in a particular 
geographical unit has been cited as a major social consequence of the high rates of 
divorce, higher rates of nonmarital child-bearing, high rates of singlehood, man-sharing, 
adultery, and transient relationships across all races (Chapman, 1986; Guttentag & 
Secord, 1983; Tucker & Michell-Kernan, 1995). However, among Blacks, Guttentag and 
Secord (1983) noted that since 1920 there has been a precipitous decline in the sex-ratio 
of males to females. The historical trend of low sex-ratio among Blacks being below 100 
for a considerably longer period of time compared to Whites has been attributed to lower 
sex ratio at birth, the disproportionate number of Black men in prison, and the high 
mortality rates among Black male infants, children, adolescents, and young adults 
(Guttentag & Secord, 1983; Stockard & Tucker, 2001). 
The sex ratio, which is the number of men per 100 women, has decreased 
consistently for Blacks from 99.2 in 1920, to 97.0 in 1930, to 95.0 in 1940, to 94.3 in 
1950, to 93.3 in 1960, and to 89 in 1970 (Jackson, 1971). In other words, in 1970 there 
were approximately 89 Black males for every 100 Black females, or as Guttentag and 
Secord (1983) estimated, there were almost two Black women for every Black man. 
Pinderhughes (2002) indicated that according to the Wilson-Nickerman Male Marriage 
Pool Index, in 1985 there were 73 Black males for every 100 Black females in the 
general population compared to 93 males to 100 females in the general White population. 
Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan (1995b) noted that by 1990, there were 88.2 Black males to 
100 Black females. According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census, in 2000 the sex ratio of 
102 
Black males to females was 90.6. Additionally, the U.S. Bureau of the Census indicated 
that in 2000, there were more Black males (37.5%) than Black females (29.2%) under 
age 18; however, between the ages of 18 to 64 there was a slight reduction in the 
percentage of males (59.9%) to females (61.1%) and the sex ratio gap was even wider 
among 65 and older men (6.5%) and women (9.7%). Stockard and Tucker (2001) 
reported that in their 2000 analysis of the Current Population Survey, there were over 5 
million Black men compared to approximately 5.7 million Black women between the 
ages of 15 to 34 years old. Similarly, King and Allen (2009) indicated that according to 
the 2002 U.S. Bureau of the Census data, in March 2000 the sex ratio between Black men 
and women aged 20 to 44 was roughly 81 Black men for every 100 Black women. Given 
that most adults in the United States population enter their first marriage between the 
ages of 20 and 44, this age range unfortunately displays the highest peak of sex-ratio 
imbalance among Black men and women (King & Allen, 2009).  
Even though there has been a slight increase in Blacks’ sex ratio between the 
1900s to the 2000s, scholars have emphasized that the issue of sex-ratio imbalance 
among Blacks contributes to the emotionally loaded matter of “the shortage of Black 
men” in Black communities, particularly among heterosexual single Black women who 
wish to be married or involved in a committed romantic relationships with a Black man 
(Boyd-Franklin, 2003). While the issue of low sex-ratio affects all races in the United 
States, the shortage of Black males is exacerbated by higher mortality rates for Black 
males across the entire life cycle; imprisonment, particularly among adolescent and 
young adults; and drug and alcohol abuse among Black men between the ages of 20 and 
50 (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; King & Allen, 2009; Pinderhughes, 2002). These factors are 
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said to eliminate large numbers of Black men from the marriage pool and/or involvement 
in committed long-term heterosexual romantic relationships. Even though Black men 
constitute 8% of the United States population, Hill-Collins (2004) noted that they 
comprise approximately 50% of the prison population. She explicated that due to the 
crystallization of the image of Black male deviance as severe criminality, the United 
States tends to incarcerate more Black men than any other country, and as a result “one in 
every three Black men in his 20s is either incarcerated, on parole, or on probation” 
(Stockard & Tucker, 2001, p. 143). Similarly, Harrison and Beck (2005) noted that Black 
men are disproportionally represented in the Criminal Justice System, particularly among 
young men between the ages of 18 and 29 years old who represent 14% of the population 
of young men in the United States and yet represent over 40% of the prison population. 
With regard to the high mortality rates among Black men, Dixon (2009) indicated 
that the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services highlighted that from 1980 
through 2003, 4,744 to 27,141 more Black males died annually compared to Black 
females. According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (2006), more Black 
males across all ages died of heart attacks, and for young Black men between the ages of 
15 to 34 years old, more died of homicide compared to Black females. Tucker (2003) 
posited that though research has not indicated that the declining sex ratios are the main 
cause of the reduction in marriage rates among Blacks, she asserted that there is evidence 
that this has contributed to lower marriage rates, higher marital dissolution, more non-
marital births, and possibly the rise in singlehood among Blacks.   
The impact of the imbalanced sex ratio on marriage has been labeled the 
“marriage squeeze” (Schoen, 1983; Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1999). According to 
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Schoen (1983), marriage squeeze is “the effects of an imbalance between the number of 
males and females in the prime marriage ages” (p. 61). The phenomenon of marriage 
squeeze is said to significantly influence the marital behaviors of individuals, particularly 
females, who are caught in a marriage squeeze due to the shortage of males, thus 
reducing their chances of marriage (Schoen, 1983). Spanier and Glick (1980) explained 
that the apparent marriage squeeze phenomenon has a critical role in the marriage 
patterns of Black females in which Black females experience more restricted fields of 
“eligible” or “marriageable” men for marriage compared to White females. Eligible or 
marriageable Black men is defined as men who are available for marriage and are not 
burdened with criminal records or limited economic resources, men who possess the 
social or economic characteristics that Black women seek in a potential marriage partner 
(King & Allen, 2009).  
Given the shortage of available and eligible Black males as potential partners, 
demographers such as Cherlin (1992) have estimated that among all racial groups and 
gender, Black females have a greater chance of spending a large portion of their lives in 
an unmarried or unpartnered state. As a result of the restricted fields of eligible Black 
men, scholars have posited that compared to women of other races, Black women tend to 
marry men who are significantly older, have lower educational attainment, or who have 
been previously married (Camp, 2002; Spanier & Glick, 1980; Tucker, 2003). Similarly, 
Browning and Miller (2000) indicated that due to this restricted field of availability of 
eligible Black men, some Black women are willing to date or marry men with criminal 
records. Conversely, Dixon (2009) posited that the shortage of marriageable Black men 
have forced many Black women to retreat from marriage and remain single, thus 
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contributing to the lower and declining marriage rates among heterosexual Blacks. The 
reduction of marriageable Black men has not only been attributed to the sex-ratio 
imbalance due to the high mortality rates of men across all ages, incarceration, or high 
rates of drug and alcohol abuse, but also to the vulnerable economic and educational 
status of Black males in the United States (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Dixon, 2009; 
Pinderhughes, 2002). Thus, sex-ratio imbalance as well as the above social issues appear 
to accentuate the shortage of Black men for Black women, leading to a decrease in the 
number of married women, higher number of nonmarital births, and higher percentage of 
children living in one-parent households (Fossett & Kiecolt, 1993; Pinderhughes, 2002). 
Furthermore, a sex-ratio based interpretation of restricted mate availability among Blacks 
has indicated that differential patterns of outmarriage in which Black men are three times 
more likely to be involved in interracial marriage or romantic relationships (generally 
Black male-White female) compared to Black women further contributes to the 
“marriage squeeze” that Black women encounter (Dixon, 2009; Guttentag & Secord, 
1983; Staples, 1993). Additionally, the rise in the number of visibly affirming Black men 
who are gay is said to further contribute to the sex-ratio imbalance for heterosexual Black 
relationships (Dixon, 2009).          
Employment status.  
Some social scientists have argued that sex-ratio imbalance and potential mate 
availability among Blacks are unrelated and that this imbalance alone does not 
comprehensively explain the decline in Black marriages in the past decades (Franklin, 
2000; Lichter, LeClere, & McLaughlin, 1991; Patterson, 1998). Fossett and Kiecolt 
(1993) pointed out that in the 1970s when there was a sharp decline of Black husband-
and-wife families, the ratio of unmarried Black men aged 20-26 to unmarried Black 
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women aged 18-24 increased. Wilson and Neckerman (1987) found that although low sex 
ratio has an effect on mate availability among Blacks, the number of employed men per 
100 women for individuals aged 25-44 has a more specific effect. Thus, their contention 
appeared to be consistent with contemporary scholars’ view (Blau, Kahn & Waldfogel, 
2000; Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Dixon, 2009; Pinderhughes, 2002) that not only is the 
shortage of Black men impacting the marital status of Blacks but more specifically the 
shortage of marriageable (i.e., employed) Black men. Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan (1995) 
asserted that sex ratio imbalances appear to impact the marital behaviors of Blacks five 
times more than Whites, while employment has an effect that is twenty times greater. 
Blau, Kahn, and Walddfogel (2000) argued that the decline in the economic 
fortunes of young American males of all races have contributed to the overall marital 
patterns in the United States. Similarly, sociologists and economists who have 
investigated male economic viability among Blacks posited that Blacks’ marital 
feasibility has declined because of the historical and increasing economic marginality of 
Black males in the labor force (Blau, Kahn, & Waldfogel, 2000; Darity & Myers, 1986, 
1987; Wilson, 1987). Economic marginalization of Black males is believed to influence 
the mate selection process in that most Black men are less attractive as potential husbands 
and they are less interested in becoming husbands because they are constrained in their 
ability to perform the provider role in marriage (Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1995). Dixon 
(2009) concurred with Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan when she deduced that these men 
may feel inadequate or reluctant to marry because they are unable to provide or at least 
make a sufficient financial contribution to their families. Consequently, the inability to 
provide financially for their potential partners or families may render Black men 
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unattractive to potential female marriage partners. Fossett and Kiecolt (1993) found that 
Black men’s economic status and participation in the labor force were strongly and 
positively related to marriage prevalence for Black men and Black women along with the 
percentage of Black children who live in husband-wife households. Additionally, Tucker 
and Mitchell-Kernan (1995) indicated that high rates of unemployment and 
underemployment among Black males significantly influence their willingness to marry. 
In their analysis on the effect of employment on marriage among single Black men, Testa 
and Krogh (1995) found that Black single men who were in stable employment were 
twice as likely to marry compared to single men who were not employed. Thus, it is 
important to examine the ways in which the limited availability of economically viable 
Black men along with the shortage of Black men in general may have a collective 
interactive role in influencing the decline in marriage and rise in singlehood among Black 
men and women (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Chapman, 2007; Camp, 2002; Dixon, 2009).  
Cazenave and Smith (1990) emphasized that the unique impact of racism and 
socioeconomic oppression on Black male-female relationships has produced gestalt 
effects that may differ from the general male-female relationships in the U.S. In addition 
to the effects of racism, Dixon (2009) cited other factors such as the restructuring of the 
global economy and lack of employable skills and education to meet the demands of the 
job market as contributing factors of employment issues among Black men. Conversely, 
Boyd-Franklin (2003) explained that as a result of racism, most Black men tend to 
experience a number of periods of unemployment and/or underemployment (i.e., working 
in lower paying jobs for which they are overqualified) regardless of their educational or 
socioeconomic status. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistic (2009), in 2008 
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the overall unemployment rate for Black college graduates was nearly doubles that of 
White college graduates. Similarly, Williams and Williams-Morris (2000) found that in 
national data of individuals working full time, Blacks and Latinos earned less income 
than Whites at comparable levels of educations. They emphasized that these racial 
differences were more marked for males than females. Additionally, according to the 
U.S. Department of Commerce et al., (2008), in 2007 the median annual household 
income for a college graduate Black male aged 25 and over was $55,000 compared to 
$71,000 for his White counterpart. Given the importance placed on males’ employment 
and economic status in the characterization of manhood and within the culture of mate 
selection in the United States, it appears that despite educational or socioeconomic status, 
economic marginalization of Black males in this society may influence virtually every 
aspect of their lives, specifically their romantic dating experiences and attempts to couple 
in heterosexual relationships.  
In their research, Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan (1995b) and Tucker (2000, 2003) 
have consistently found that Black men and women, more than other racial groups, 
strongly believe that adequate finances are critical for marital or romantic relational 
success. Sadly, Dixon (2009) noted that the unemployment rate of Black males has been 
persistently double that of White males since 1640. According to review from the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics by Allegretto, Amerikaner and Pitts (2011), Blacks had the 
highest unemployment rate compared to other racial groups in April 2011. The current 
unemployment rate among Blacks is 16.1% compared to the national unemployment rate 
of 9.0%, with the rate among Black men being 18.1% (compared to 9.6%, 12.7%, and 
7.8% for White, Latino, and Asian men, respectively) and 14.4% for Black women 
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(compared to 7.7%, 12.3%, and 7.1% for White, Latina, and Asian women, respectively) 
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011).  
Most importantly, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2011) reported that single, 
never-married Black men aged 25 and over had the highest unemployment rate (20.9%) 
in 2010 compared to Latino (13.3%), White (12.0%), and Asian (9.2%) men in their peer 
groups, and even compared to Black married men (11.2%) and widowed, divorced, or 
separated Black men (17.5%) of similar age. Among the marriage age group of 25 and 
over, unemployment rates appeared to be higher for single, never-married Black men and 
the effect of such high unemployment may reduce the likelihood of marriage as well as 
undermine the stability of existing relationships or cultivation of potential coupling 
relationships. In an attempt to explain the relationship between the exclusion and 
marginalization of Black men in the labor force and their retreat from marriage or 
committed romantic relationships, T’Shaka (2001) posited that while the rise in 
singlehood may partially reflect changes in cultural values among Blacks, the primary 
cause for Black singlehood is the fact that a large number of Black men do not have jobs 
or adequately paying jobs to support a family. He elucidated that in 1960, when 75% of 
Black households included a husband and wife and 75% of Black men were working, 
only 21% of all Black families were headed by a Black woman. He explained that the 
number of Black families headed by women rose by 700,000 between 1976 and 1983, 
when during the same period of time 700,000 Black men were removed from the labor 
force. He further indicated that in 1982, when only 54% of Black men had jobs, 42% of 
Black families were headed by a Black woman. Like T’Shaka, other scholars have 
explained the ubiquitous unemployment, underemployment, and sporadic employment 
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amongst Black men in the United States and its effects on Black male-female 
relationships (Dixon, 1998; Wilson, 1987, 1996; Waite, 2000; Williams &Williams-
Morris, 2000). Similarly, Bryant et al. (2010) indicated that the marriage rates of Blacks 
declined following increases in unemployment among Black men (U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, 1994a, 1994b, 2008, 2009b, 2010a).   
Socioeconomic status.  
The retreat from marriage and instability in romantic committed relationships is 
said to be even more pronounced among Black males and females who are of lower 
socioeconomic status (Bryant et al., 2010; Blau, Tucker, 2000; Wilcox, Marquardt, 
Popenoe, & Whitehead, 2010). Staples (2007) and Wilson (1987) asserted that males 
earning incomes below the poverty level are often perceived and evaluated as less 
attractive potential partners and are most likely to experience dissolution in their 
marriages. However, increasing unemployment of Black males and the economic 
problems have been linked to the rise in marital dissolution and romantic relationship 
instability among heterosexual Blacks across socioeconomic classes (Bulanda & Brown, 
2007; Wilcox et al., 2010).  
Findings from Tucker and Taylor’s (1989) and Koball’s (1998) studies supported 
the theory that as a result of Black males’ endorsement of the provider role, most Black 
men do not marry until they are capable of fulfilling the role of economic provider. 
Equally, Black females’ embrace of a male as the main economic provider in the 
relationship may facilitate the reality that men who are unable to perform the provider 
functions of marriage may not be viewed as eligible potential partners (Dixon, 2007, 
2009; Chapman, 2007; King & Allen, 2009). Thus, it appears that economic provider 
inadequacy may discourage both Black men and women in their efforts to develop and 
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sustain romantic partnerships. Likewise, in assessing mate selection preferences among 
Black men and women in an exploratory cross-sectional survey that consisted mainly of 
never-married single men and women respondents (149 never married, 87 divorced or 
separated, and 79 married), King and Allen (2009) found that were significant differences 
in the demographic variables (i.e., income) of ideal marriage partners and that of 
respondents. Their findings indicated that both men and women agreed that their ideal 
marriage partners should be financially stable and, not surprisingly, female respondents 
placed greater emphasis on the financial stability and formal educational completion of 
their ideal partners than did male respondents.  
One of the significant findings in King and Allen’s (2009) study was the 
relatively high mean income of the respondents’ ideal marriage partner, in which there 
were large differences between the respondents’ income and the income of their ideal 
marriage partner. Their findings showed that the mean income of the male and female 
respondents’ ideal marriage partner was $44,772 (SD = $23,719) compared to the 
respondents’ mean income of $27,866 (SD = $18,914). In addition, King and Allen 
(2009) found a significant difference between female and male respondents’ ideal 
marriage partners’ mean income (t (342) = 2.05, p = .04), for female respondents the 
mean income of ideal partner was $5,387 more (M = $46,839, SD = $21,869) than the 
mean income of male respondents’ ideal partner (M = $41,452, SD = $26,168). The 
findings suggested that for both Black male and female respondents seeking and dating a 
potential partner whose income complements and/or enhances their economic status may 
be critical in the selection process and dating experience of Black males and females. In 
particular, their findings appeared to be congruent with scholars’ assertion that Blacks, 
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especially Black women (and women of other racial groups), tend to place a higher 
priority on dating or finding marital partners who are relatively affluent because of the 
desire to enhance their social and economic status through marriage (Dixon, 2009; 
Staples, 1999a). This is plausible, given that irrespective of race, women in the United 
States earn less than their similarly educated or non-educated male counterparts in 
addition to the ubiquitous economic disadvantage of large proportions of Blacks in the 
United States (King & Allen, 2009; U.S. Department of Commerce et al., 2011).  
On the contrary, Marsh, Darity, Cohen, and Casper (2007) also argued that many 
never-married single middle-class Black men and women want a partner whose economic 
status is compatible with their own middle-class status; however, as a result of the 
shortage of financially viable mates, many in this cohort stabilize their middle-class 
“position by not marrying and continuing to live alone” (p. 740). Marsh, Darity, Cohen, 
& Casper (2007) indicated that in 2000, never married single Black men and women 
between the ages of 25 and 44 made up 14% of middle-class Black households compared 
to 6% in 1980. Even though the importance of economic and related factors such as 
earning capacity and ambition seem to be critical in the mate selection process and in 
preferences of both Black men and women, it appears that marital role expectations that 
include economic provision by men and more economic options for women may still be 
playing out in Black heterosexual mate-selection processes. Thus, regardless of 
socioeconomic status, the shortage of “marriageable” Black men and perhaps, 
“marriageable” Black women may have a significant influence on the prevalence of 
marriage for both Black men and women (King & Allen, 2009).  
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Additionally, the interplay of sex-ratio imbalance and low economic viability 
among Black men has further increased the shortage of potential “marriageable” Black 
male partners for Black women (Staples, 1981, 2007). Boyd-Franklin (2003) and 
Chapman (2007) observed in their clinical work that for many single Black women with 
or without children across socioeconomic status, the shortage of “marriageable” Black 
men appeared to be a critical issue in treatment. Boyd-Franklin (2003) asserted that some 
Black women who are pessimistic about their chances of ever finding a suitable marital 
partner forgo marriage and decide to have children alone or adopt (Holland, 2009; Marsh 
et al., 2007). As mentioned before, there is evidence that marriage rates have declined for 
both educated and less educated Black women as a result of the influence of sex-ratio 
imbalance, poor economic viability, and lack of eligible Black men (Boyd-Franklin, 
2003; Chapman, 2007; Holland, 2009; Wilcox et al., 2010). For educated and 
professional Black women, the constricted pool of equally educated and professional 
Black men has compelled some women to remain single, others to date or marry men 
who have less education and hold blue collar jobs, and still others to retreat from 
marriage completely (Dixon, 2009; Marsh et al., 2007). Boyd-Franklin (2003) and 
Chapman (2007) posited that the “shortage” of Black men and dating or marrying below 
one’s educational and socioeconomic class may engender personal and relational 
conflicts for both Black women and men. However, no recent empirical studies have 
examined the ways in which restricted availability of marriageable Black men may 
adversely impact the mental and emotional well-being among Black women (particularly 
among those who desire Black men as potential partners), as well as the ways in which 
the restricted availability of marriageable Black men may influence men’s and women’s 
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attitudes, beliefs, and experiences in cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships with one another.  
Given the United States’ current recovery from the longest recession (2007-2009) 
since World War II (National Bureau of Economic Research, 2010), in which the annual 
income of Black households declined by 4.4% from 2008 ($34,088) to 2009 ($32,584) 
and the poverty rate among Blacks rose from 24.7% in 2008 to 25.8% in 2009 (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, 2010), it is imperative to look at the ways in which employment 
and economic issues among Blacks, particularly for Black males, may impact the current 
decline in marriages and increase in singlehood among Black men and women. Thus, one 
of the aims of this current qualitative study is to explore the ways in which the awareness 
or lack of awareness of the availability of marriageable partners may inform Black men’s 
and women’s attitudes, beliefs, and experiences regarding involvement and sustainment 
of heterosexual intimate romantic relationships that may or may not proceed to marriage. 
Education 
 As alluded to before, unequal educational attainment between Black men and 
women has been cited as an influence on the restricted pool of suitable available Black 
men as potential romantic partners for Black women (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Chapman, 
2007). A national report on the social and educational well-being of women and girls in 
the United States (U.S. Department of Commerce and Executive Office of the President, 
2011) indicated that in the past 40 years, women have significantly surpassed men in 
educational attainment across all racial groups. More specifically, between 1970 and 
2009, a higher percentage of women than men age 25-34 have earned undergraduate and 
graduate degrees in fields other than mathematics, engineering, physical, and computer 
sciences (U.S. of Department of Commerce and Executive Office of the President, 2011). 
115 
Even more interesting, the national report indicated that in 2008, Black women had the 
largest gender difference compared to women of other racial groups in the amount of 
undergraduate and graduate enrollments, with Black women accounting for 64% of Black 
undergraduate enrollment and 71% of graduate enrollment. Similarly, data from the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census (2010) showed that in 2009, among the 1.5 million Blacks aged 25 
and over who had advanced degrees (Master’s, professional, and doctorate), 879,000 
were women and 610,000 were men. Additionally, among the 22 million Blacks aged 25 
and over who had Bachelor’s degrees in 2009, 1,709,000 were women and 1,169,000 
were men (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2010). The above data signifies the pervasive 
disparity of educational attainment between Black men and women. It should be equally 
noted that in the United States, educational attainment does not necessarily equate to 
economic attainment, particularly for Blacks and Latinos and more specifically for Black 
women and Latinas (U.S. of Department of Commerce and Executive Office of the 
President, 2011).  
Boyd-Franklin (2003) and Pinderhughes (2002) explicated that the gender 
imbalance in educational attainment between Black men and women is historically rooted 
in the tendency of southern families to educate their daughters at Black teachers’ colleges 
in order to avoid household domestic work that placed females in extremely vulnerable 
positions of sexual exploitation by their White employers. Previous generations’ efforts 
to circumvent such circumstances have created situations in which most Black women 
often had more formal education than their male counterparts (Boyd-Franklin, 2003). 
Chapman (2007) theorized that one of the depressing consequences of the gender gap in 
educational attainment of Blacks is that a large proportion of Black women are unable to 
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find suitable Black male partners (i.e., higher or comparable educational status) and thus, 
most focus on their education in order to counterbalance the harsh realities of the 
restricted pool of educationally and economically viable men and to ensure their 
economic independence. In general, women’s increase in educational attainment and 
economic independence in the past decades have been highlighted as a possible reason 
for the decline in marriage across all racial groups (Marsh et al., 2007) and thus, it is 
plausible that the large gender gap in educational attainment between Black men and 
women may be one of the possible reasons for marital decline and rise in singlehood 
among heterosexual Blacks.  
In elucidating the ways in which higher educational attainment of Black women 
compared to Black men may be impacting the decline in marriage and increase in 
singlehood, some scholars have postulated that Blacks’ endorsement of traditional mate-
selection expectations in which men are socialized to date or marry women below or 
comparable to their educational and socioeconomic status (and women are expected to 
date or marry men higher or at equal educational or socioeconomic status), may create 
situations in which Black men perceive more educated Black women as less attractive 
potential partners (Camp, 2002; Chapman, 2007; Bethea, 1995; Holland, 2009; Staples, 
1993). Fosset and Kiekolt (1993) found that the higher women’s education and economic 
status in metropolitan areas, the lower the prevalence of marriage for both men and 
women. Dixon (2009) posited that at the highest level of education, Black women tended 
to marry at younger ages compared to their White female counterparts, but King and 
Allen (2009) asserted that anecdotal evidence indicates that many Black women believe 
that Black men are uncomfortable dating or marrying women whose education or 
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incomes exceed theirs. Staples (2007) stated that Black women are increasingly 
becoming disappointed with the social norm that seems to penalize them for their 
educational or economic achievements in the dating and marriage arena. Chapman (2007) 
reasoned that the difficulty for Black men in dating or marrying Black women whose 
education or incomes surpass their own may be because some men may perceive these 
women as too assertive and independent, and/or they themselves may feel inadequate or 
intimidated to be in romantic partnerships with these women. Nonetheless, the 
discrepancy in educational achievement between Black men and women, coupled with 
gender socialization for men and women to date or marry at a certain educational or 
socioeconomic class (higher or at least equal for women and lower or least equal for 
men) may reduce marriage prevalence for both Black men and women.  
Thus, the imbalance of gender educational attainment, unequal sex ratio, gender 
socialization in the mate-selection process, substantial rates of unemployment and 
underemployment among Black men, along with the shortage of marriageable men may 
breed conflicts such as power struggles, distrust, resentment, disappointment, and 
frustration due to unmet expectations between Black men and women (Boyd-Franklin, 
2003; Camp, 2002; Chapman, 2007; Patterson, 1998). Additionally, such conflicts may 
impede the opportunity and ability of Black men and women to cultivate and experience 
intimate love relationships with one another, thus decreasing the likelihood of marriage 
as well as undermining the opportunity for romantic involvement or stability in existing 
relationships.   
Social scientists have utilized social exchange theory to expound on the ways in 
which the shortage of mate availability and eligibility due to sex-ratio and educational 
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imbalances between Black men and women may influence mate selection dynamics and 
romantic commitment among heterosexual Blacks (Davis et al., 2000; Guttentag & 
Secord, 1983; Kiecott & Fosset, 1995; Staples, 1978a, 1994). Social exchange theory 
posits that members of a scarcer gender have a negotiation advantage in male-female 
romantic relations because more alternative relationships are available to them, while the 
members in greater gender supply have less bargaining advantage because fewer 
potentially satisfying alternative relationships are available to them (Guttentag & Secord, 
1983; Kiecott & Fosset, 1995). Consequently, this may create mate-selection behaviors 
and relational dynamics among Blacks in which women tend to compete with each other 
for the small pool of eligible men, while men tend to play the upper-hand by requiring 
non-committal relationships from women (Camp, 2002; Pinderhughes, 2002), which may 
further erode the quality of romantic relationships between Black men and women. Camp 
(2002) asserted that such mate-selection behaviors and romantic relational dynamics 
provide evidence that changes in marital trends among Black men and women may be a 
collective function of mate eligibility, availability, and selection. 
A few empirical studies have explored and examined the ways in which sex-ratio 
imbalance, mate selection standards, mate availability, and mate eligibility have 
influenced the decline in marriage and rise in singlehood among heterosexual Blacks 
(Davis et al., 2000; Kiecolt & Fossett, 1995; Marsh et al., 2007; Tucker & Mitchell-
Kernan, 1995). However, these studies failed to examine the ways in which attitudes, 
beliefs, and socio-cultural factors may impact the experiences of Black men and women 
in mate-selection processes and in their efforts to sustain romantic relationships with one 
another. Consequently, Camp (2002) and Franklin (2000) averred that merely focusing 
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on the demographic factors obscures the underlying issues that appear to distress and 
hinder cultivation and maintenance of intimate romantic relationships among Black men 
and women.  
Evaluation of Empirical Research on Black Male-Female Relationships 
While scholars in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s agreed that there were problems 
within Black male-female relationships, they differed as to the specific nature of the 
problems. A few empirical studies were conducted in the late 1970s and early 1980s on 
Black male-female relationships in order to understand the emotional and relational 
alienation between Black men and women (Cazenave, 1983; Fairchild, 1985; McAdoo, 
1983; Smith & Milliam, 1979; Rodgers-rose, 1980; Turner & Turner, 1974). These 
studies highlighted the facts that Black male-female relationships were in crisis and that 
the reasons for the tensions within these intimate unions were embedded in social 
structural and cultural factors such as racism, gender role socialization, sex-ratio 
imbalance, economic marginalization, and internalization of negative stereotypes.  
In a quantitative cross-sectional study, Fairchild (1985) examined mate selection 
and heterosexual attitudes among 71 Black male and 74 Black female college students. 
The age range of the participants was 17-41 years of age with a mean of 21.6 years (SD = 
3.92). Eighty-five percent of the study’s participants were in serious non-marital 
heterosexual relationships. Fairchild indicated that each participant had an average of two 
serious relationships in the past 3 years with a mean duration of 16.8 months. Participants 
completed three-part questionnaires (Preferences in a Mate; Heterosexual Attitudes and 
Personal Background) in order to identify gender differences in values and attitudes 
regarding Black heterosexual relationships. The study also examined gender role 
prescriptions and stereotypes among participants. The Preference in a Mate questionnaire 
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contained 15 preferences (e.g., social poise, affectionate, fidelity/faithfulness) derived 
from the literature. The questionnaire asked participants to rate on the scale of 1 (not all 
important) to 5 (highest importance) the importance of each of the 15 preferences in their 
mate selection. Fifty items were included the Heterosexual Attitudes questionnaire. 
Examples of the items were (“A husband should not make major financial decisions 
without consulting his wife,” “Most Black women don’t respect Black men,” and “Black 
women are too aggressive”). Participants rated the 50 items on the scale of 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  
Fairchild (1985) reported that significant gender differences were found in 17 of 
the 50 items on heterosexual attitudes. He grouped these differences into six categories: 
(a) attitudes toward egalitarian relationships, (b) stereotypical attitudes of Black males 
and females, (c) adherence to traditional gender roles, (d) endorsement of counter-
stereotypical gender roles, (e) sexuality, and (f) interracial relationships. Fairchild 
indicated that both female and male participants endorsed egalitarian child rearing 
strategies and general equality in marital roles. Similarly, adherence to “traditional” 
gender roles was reported by both female and male participants. Asante (1981) asserted 
that the egalitarian quality in Black male-female relationships is rooted in Black cultural 
and historical orientation toward gender roles. Additionally, Asante (1981, 1998) posited 
that traditional gender roles in which the male is required to be the sole wage earner and 
the female is socialized to be a mother and housewife are grounded in White cultural 
worldviews. Although Fairchild did not explicate the inherent tensions in participants 
endorsing both attitudes of egalitarian relationships and adherence to “traditional” gender 
roles, numerous scholars have postulated that a possible cause of conflict within Black 
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male-female relationships may be due to the struggle to integrate their actual realities 
with the internalized White cultural expectations of gender roles (Akbar, 1989; Jewell, 
1983; Staples, 1979).  
In addition, Fairchild (1985) reported that different patterns of socialization 
between Black girls and boys appeared to be creating problems in Black heterosexual 
relationships. Fairchild stated that due to gender socialization in which young Black girls 
are encouraged to rely on their own achievement and not on men or marriage for future 
security, Black men and women may develop divergent attitudes about their roles and 
expectations in romantic relationships. Such different attitudes may create conflicts in 
Black men’s and women’s intimate relationships with one another (Harrison, 1977). 
Furthermore, Fairchild alluded to sex-ratio imbalance as a possible cause of the 
differences in gender role socialization of Black girls and boys. He asserted that the sex-
ratio imbalance in 1977 was 80 Black men to 100 Black women—four men to five 
women—between the ages of 25 and 44, may have made it impossible for Black women 
to be economically or psychologically dependent upon Black men. Even though Fairchild 
explicated sex-ratio imbalance as a possible cause of divergent gender socialization 
between Black girls and boys, the historical effects of slavery and economic oppression 
of Black men in the United States eluded his explanation. Experts such as Bell, Bouie, 
and Baldwin (1990) critiqued Fairchild for not elucidating the results of his study within 
the historical, socio-cultural, socio-political, and economic contexts of Black men and 
women.      
With regard to male/female stereotypes, Fairchild (1985) found that male 
participants were more likely to agree with the statement “Most Black women don’t 
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respect Black men” (t (140) = -3.49, p < .001) and female participants were more likely 
to agree with the statement “Most Black men don’t respect Black women” (t (140) = 
1.74, p < .051). Fairchild asserted that findings from this study were reflective of the 
rhetoric of the time that Black heterosexual relationships were beset by a plethora of 
problems. A major finding of the study indicated that both women and men perceived 
lack of mutual “respect” as problematic in Black male-female relationships. Cazenave 
(1983) also confirmed Fairchild’s findings that the need for respect between Black men 
and women is critical in their romantic relationships. This finding concurred with 
Jewell’s (1983) perception that the intrapersonal and interpersonal conflict that Black 
men and women have with one another is related to their lack of respect and hatred 
toward one another. Fairchild did not explicitly identify the influence of racism, sexism, 
and internalized stereotypes in his findings. However, results of the study highlighted 
different patterns of gender socialization of Black girls and boys, divergent attitudes 
toward gender roles among Black men and women, and lack of respect as possible causal 
variables of conflicts with Black male-female relationships.  
In a cross-sectional quantitative study, Cazenave (1983) examined the extent that 
Black men perceived Black women as responsible for the decline of Black male-female 
relationships. The survey was sent to a major national Black fraternity in the greater 
Philadelphia area and reached a 48% response rate. Cazenave analyzed the perceptions of 
155 middle class Black men regarding these five propositions: (a) “Black women have 
too much control and power in their families,” (b) “Black women have inadvertently 
helped to keep Black men down because of their low regard for them,” (c) “Black women 
have more opportunities than Black men do today,”  and (d) “Lower status Black men are 
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more pessimistic about Black male-female relationships” and (e) “Lower status Black 
men are more likely to view Black women as being responsible for relationship problems 
than are higher status Black men” (p. 343). Participants in the study ranged in between 
the ages of 22 and 84 with a median age of 45 years. Sixty-seven percent of the 
participants were married; 17% were divorced, separated, or widowed; and 16% were 
single. Seventy-seven percent reported that they had children and all had at least some 
college education, with 43% having Master’s degrees and other advanced and 
professional degrees. Seventy-nine percent of those who were married had wives who 
were employed outside of the home. Seventy-five percent of the respondents had a family 
income over $27,000 and 43% had family incomes of $42,000 or more.  
Cazenave (1983) found that age, family income, and marital status were variables 
that significantly identified with the perception that there was a growing distrust and 
hatred among Black men and Black women. He reported that 38% of men aged 39 years 
or younger agreed and 33% were undecided in regard to Michele Wallace’s (1978) thesis 
that “for perhaps the last fifty years there has been a growing distrust, even hatred, 
between Black men and Black women” (p. 344). Fifty-five percent of men 40 years and 
older disagreed with the above statement. The researchers also found that men with lower 
incomes also agreed with the statement that there was growing distrust and hatred among 
Black men and Black women. Additionally, Cazenave indicated that unmarried men (i.e., 
never married, separated, divorced, and widowed) were much more likely to agree or 
strongly agree with the above statement, 43.8% compared to23.7% of married men. 
Additionally, Cazenave indicated that 50% of single men and 48.1% of remarried men 
perceived a trend toward worsening relationships between Black men and Black women, 
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whereas 55.7% of those who were married disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 
perception. The findings of Cazenave’s study confirmed the growing concerns in the 
1970s and 1980s that intimate relationships between Black men and women were 
becoming adversarial not only among lower class men and women but also among 
middle class men and women (Hares & Hares, 1989; Staples, 1981). The fact that never-
married single middle-class Black men perceived increasing distrust and hatred among 
Black men and women concurred with Staples’ (1981) postulation that the retreat from 
marriage among Black singles in the mid-1970s and early 1980s may have been related to 
the prevalence of hurt and tension that Black men and women were experiencing in their 
courtship process.    
Findings of Cazenave’s (1983) study also highlighted that the dynamics of 
communication and interaction between Black men and women were contributing to the 
growing tension in their intimate relationships. A majority of the participants reported 
that “inability to communicate” and “lack of respect” were the major problems facing 
relationships between Black men and Black women at the time. Burgest and Goosby 
(1985) and Staples (1982) theorized that conscious and subconscious “game playing” in 
which Black men and women perceived and enacted negative myths and assumptions 
about one another often contributed to the breakdown of genuine and authentic 
communication and interactions between Black men and women. In addition, 
internalization and enactment of negative stereotypes between Black men and women 
have been said to impact the quality of respect and regard that Black men and women 
have for each other (hooks, 1981; Abkar, 1989; Burrell, 2010). This is confirmed by 
Cazenave’s analysis that most of the men—a majority of whom were young and from 
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lower income families—felt that Black women had more opportunities than Black men 
and were at fault in helping to keep Black men down because of their low regard for 
Black men. Sadly, these findings coincide with hooks’ (1981) contention that most Black 
men in the 1970s and 1980s had bought into the “matriarchal” myth and the emasculatory 
theory that Black women were the cause of Black men’s lack of interpersonal and 
economical success in society. As hooks pointed out, endorsement of such negative 
assumptions that Black women were the castrators of men, undermining men’s success, 
further impeded harmonious interactions between Black women and men during the 
1970s and 1980s.  
 Cazenave’s (1983) findings also emphasized the tendency for participants to 
blame the problems of Black male-female relationships on Black women rather than on 
the impact of racial and economic oppression. Cazenave found that those participants 
who perceived Black women as helping to keep Black men down also viewed Black 
women has having too much control and power. According to Cazenave, these same 
men—young and from lower income families—also reported that they were less likely to 
feel that they have been deleteriously affected by racism. The researcher indicated that 
these findings emphasized scholars’ (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; hooks, 1981; Orbuch & 
Eyster, 1997; Patterson, 1998) assertion that the disenfranchisement of Black men in a 
racist society that denies them access to ideals of masculine leadership rendered many 
Black men helpless and they often redirected their frustrations against Black women. 
Although only Black middle-class men’s perceptions were captured in this study, the 
findings shed light on the fact that the economic plight and lack of awareness of the 
effects of racism may influence many Black men’s perceptions of Black women and their 
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relationships with Black women. Cazenave concluded that in order to critically 
conceptualize the feelings of strain in Black heterosexual relationships and the 
antagonism between Black men and women, social scientists in the 1980s and the near 
future needed to understand the social, political, and economic context of Black men and 
women.  
 As the number of marital dissolutions surged in the 1970s and 1980s, and more 
Black men and women retreated from marriage. Efforts to understand the increased rates 
of those who never married and the move toward singlehood among Black men and 
women ignited a focus on the mounting conflicts that beset the intimate relationships of 
heterosexual Blacks. There were various explanations for the cause of tensions between 
Black men and women in the 1970s and 1980s. However, scholars were in agreement that 
the crises within Black male-female relationships were wreaking havoc on Black men’s 
and women’s ability to establish and sustain marital and non-marital romantic 
relationships. Efforts to conceptualize the influence of racism, sexism, societal liberation 
movements (The Black Power and Women’s movements), and sex-ratio imbalance as 
causal variables on the deteriorating relationships between Black men and women further 
alienated Black men and women from one another (Aldridge, 1991; hooks, 2001; 
Patterson, 1998). As we approached the cusp of the 20
th
 century, Black men and women 
began blaming one another for the failures in their romantic relationships. Some of the 
studies conducted in the 1970s and 1980s indicated that the negative perceptions that 
Black men and women had of each other and lack of respect in Black male-female 
relationships were major problems in these relationships (Cazenave, 1983; Fairchild, 
1985). These quantitative studies helped identify critical factors that disrupt the dynamics 
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of communication and interactions between Black men and women. However, the use of 
the quantitative method limited social scientists’ conceptualizations of the conflicts and 
understanding of the ways in which racism, sexism, demographic factors, and socio-
cultural contexts of Black Americans impacted Black men’s and women’s perceptions of 
the conflicts in their romantic relationships in the 1970s and 1980s (Aldridge, 1991). The 
conflicts and sources of the tensions in Black male-female relationships became even 
more elusive in the last decade of the 20
th
 century and the beginning of the 21
st
 century. 
Few scholars continued to theorize about the strains within Black male-female intimate 
relationships and even fewer empirical studies were conducted as marital dissolutions and 
shifts toward singlehood increased among Black men and women in the 21
st
 century 
(Hill, 2004).  
In order to address the limited research available in the literature on the influence 
of psycho-social (i.e., attachment and love attitude styles) and socio-cultural (i.e., 
internalized racism and gender stereotyping) factors unique to Black heterosexual singles, 
Camp (2002) conducted a quantitative dissertation study. The purpose of the study was to 
investigate the interrelationships of internalized racism, gender role stereotyping, beliefs 
and attitudes about romantic involvement, and relationship outcomes among single Black 
men and women. One hundred and twenty-six heterosexual middle class single African 
Americans (73 females and 53 males) participated in this descriptive, correlational, non-
experimental study. Participants were recruited from the 2
nd
 Annual Historical Black 
College and Universities (HBCU) Alumni Reunion Cruise.  
In this study, 94.1% (n = 118) of the participants were single, 0.8% (n = 1) were 
divorced, 0.8 % (n = 1) were widowed, and 4.3% (n = 6) were cohabitating. Participants’ 
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ages ranged from 18-45 years old, with the average age being between 25-30 years old 
(67.5%, n = 85). The educational and income levels of participants varied, with 51.6% (n 
= 65) of the participants with a college degree and 42.1% (n = 53) with a mean personal 
income that ranged from $30,000-$49,999 per year. Camp was able to obtain a national 
sample of African American singles with 52.8% (n = 67) of participants from the 
Northeastern region of the United States, 16.5% (n = 21) from the West, 18.1% (n = 23) 
from the South, and 11.8 % (n = 15) from the Midwest. She reported that 36.5% (n = 46) 
of the participants were raised in single-parent household and more than half of the 
participants (63.5%, n = 80) indicated that they were raised in a two-parent family 
household. The independent variables examined in the study were adult romantic 
attachment style, perceived availability of suitable romantic partners, internalized racism, 
and gender stereotype endorsement. The dependent variables were perceptions of 
parental caregiving style, love attitude styles, romantic beliefs, and relationship outcomes 
operationalized as perceived quality of romantic relationship history as well as 
relationship intensity. 
Findings from Camp’s (2002) study were critical in understanding the different 
domains and factors that may influence single Black men’s and women’s beliefs and 
attitudes toward romantic love and relationship outcomes. With regard to demographic 
variables, findings indicated that after controlling for age, income, and education, women 
were more likely to score higher on the Mania (possessive, dependent) Love Attitude 
sub-scale (F(1,125) = 2.73, p =.007) than men, with means of 11.05 and 9.30, 
respectively. Mania love attitude style was described as a possessive, dependent attitude 
toward love in which love is based upon uncertainty of self and the lover (Camp, 2002). 
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Similarly, after controlling for age, income, and education, men were more likely 
to obtain a higher score on the Ludus (game playing) Love Attitudes subscale (F(1,125) = 
3.87, p = .000) than women, with means of 11.45 and 9.06, respectively. According to 
Camp, Ludus love attitude style entails a game playing attitude toward love, in which the 
main attribute is that love is an interaction or game that needs to be played out with 
diverse partners. Camp also reported that after controlling for differences in 
demographics (age, income, and education), gender, and attachment style, participants 
who scored higher on gender stereotype endorsement also obtained higher sum scores on 
the Mania (possessive, dependent) and Ludus (game playing) Love Attitude Style sub-
scales.  
It is worth noting that the researcher indicated that gender stereotype endorsement 
appeared to be a more important predictor of the possessive/dependent love attitude style 
than female gender status, and that being male appeared to be more of an important 
predictor of the game playing attitude toward love when compared to gender stereotype 
endorsement. Also, the researcher found that the Ludus and Mania love attitude styles 
and internalized racism were each positively related to the African American Gender 
Stereotypes scale. In addition, scores from the Mania and Ludus Love Attitude sub-scales 
were found to be positively related to scores on the Internalized Racism scale. 
Furthermore, African American single men and women who perceived the availability of 
romantic partners to be high also reported high quality romantic relationship histories.  
In looking at how internalized racism influenced Black men’s and women’s 
perceptions of one another, Camp (2002) found that individuals who scored higher on the 
Internalized Racism scale also endorsed high levels of gender stereotypes. This result 
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reflects a valuable finding that suggests that socio-cultural factors that are facilitated by 
stereotypes (i.e., institutionalized racism, internalization of racist views of self and others, 
and gender role socialization) may critically influence Black singles’ perceptions of 
potential romantic partners and the ways in which they interact in romantic relationships. 
Another significant finding from this study suggests that the dynamics of the manic, 
possessive/dependent love attitude exhibited among females, particularly those who 
endorsed gender stereotypes, and the ludic, non-committal approach toward romantic 
love relationships among males may reflect the reality of the structural issue of sex-ratio 
imbalance between Black men and women.  
Using the concept of social exchange theory, Staples (1978a, 1994) posited that 
Black males have the upper hand in the courtship arena because there are more Black 
females than Black males. Social exchange theory posits that the gender in supply (in this 
case Black women) tends to be more dependent and committed in the relationship than 
the gender in demand that has more available alternatives (in this case, Black men) 
(Davis et al., 2000; Kiecolt & Fossett, 1995). Therefore, the dynamic of 
possessive/dependent and game-playing love attitudes along with the impact of sex-ratio 
imbalance may facilitate discord and alienation among single Black men and women. 
Such patterns of relating may further impede the opportunity to develop and maintain 
intimacy and relationship satisfaction between Black men and Black women.      
Although this particular study provided significant findings toward our 
understanding of romantic love relationships among single Black men and women, there 
were also some critical limitations in the study. One limitation was that the sample 
consisted of participants of a homogeneous age, educational background, and 
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socioeconomic status, and there were more female than male participants. The study was 
also limited because quantitative self-report questionnaires such as the Love Attitude 
Scale (Hendrick & Hendrick, 1986) and Relationship Questionnaire (Bartholomew, 
1990), which had a minimal reputation with Black samples in the literature, were utilized 
to measure romantic beliefs and adult romantic attachment style. Most of the 
measurement scales used in the study were normed and validated on predominantly 
White samples.  
Camp (2002) recommended that incorporation of structured interviews or 
qualitative methods that identify Black men’s and women’s attitudes and beliefs about 
romantic involvement may be beneficial in understanding heterosexual Black male-
female coupling experiences. In particular, given that gender racial stereotype 
endorsement was found to impact beliefs about potential romantic partners and love 
attitude styles, a qualitative method may be crucial in elucidating the ways in which 
factors such as gender racial stereotype endorsement influence Black males’ and females’ 
experiences in an attempt to cultivate and maintain intimate non-marital romantic 
relationships. Therefore, through qualitative inquiry, this  study sought explored the ways 
in which social cultural factors such as racial stereotype endorsement influence Black 
men’s and women’s experiences in establishing and sustaining intimate romantic 
relationships with one another.    
Black Same-Sex Romantic Relationships 
It is imperative to highlight that this study is narrowly and solely focused on the 
exploration of heterosexual Black male-female intimate romantic relationships and 
experiences. Likewise, it is also important to note that lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender (LGBT) individuals as well as same-sex couples are deliberately excluded 
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from this study. The exclusion of these populations from the study is not intended to 
marginalize the realities, perspectives and relationships of LGBT individuals and same-
sex couples, particularly those of Black LGBT individuals and same-sex couples. 
However, given the growing proportion of Black LGBT individuals and same-sex 
couples who are openly affirming their sexual identities and couple relationships 
nationally and globally, it is crucial to recognize and acknowledge their presence in Black 
communities (Moore, 2010).  
The 2000 Bureau of the Census, indicated that almost eight percent of Blacks 
identified themselves as being in a same-sex couple union or same-sex household (The 
Williams Institute, 2010) . In other words, there were approximately 85,000 Black same-
sex couples living in the United States in the year 2000. According to Dang and Frazer 
(2004), 14% of the 85,000 Black same-sex couples identified themselves as “unmarried 
partners”. Dang and Frazer asserted that even though, the Census did not ask about sexual 
orientation or gender identity, it is likely that many of the individuals in same-sex unions 
would identify themselves as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender. The rising numbers of 
LGBT Black men and women who are making their sexual identities and couple 
relationships public indicates that sexual orientation  and intimate romantic unions within 
Black communities is diverse (Moore, 2010; Greene, Boyd-Franklin & Spivey, 2013). 
Given the restricted access to legalized marriage rights in the United States and the 
apparent homophobic attitudes that LGBT individuals and same-sex couples encounter 
both in the larger society and within Black communities, it is possible that Black LGBT 
individuals may have some perspectives on Black male-female intimate relationships as 
well as the decline of Black marriages (Dixon, 2009). However, as mentioned earlier, this 
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study solely and narrowly focuses on exploring heterosexual Black men and women’s 
intimate romantic experiences and relationships. Thus, the voices of LGBT Black men 
and women and Black same-sex couples are excluded from this study.  
Summary 
Given the precipitous decline in marriage rates and raise in the rates of singlehood 
among heterosexual Black men and women, the extant literature has explored and 
conceptualized the crisis and tensions that seem to burden Black male-female intimate 
romantic relationships. Socio-historical, socio-cultural, and socio-structural factors have 
been said to influence the nature of male-female relationships among Blacks. Much of the 
literature has explicated the ways in which the residual effects of slavery, racism, sexism, 
internalized gender stereotypes, male to female ratio imbalances, gender socialization, 
and gender imbalance in terms of economic and educational status between men and 
women have negatively impacted intimate romantic unions among Black men and 
women. While there have been numerous theories by scholars regarding Black male-
female intimate romantic relationships over the years, the literature in this area continues 
to be limited with respect to an empirical understanding of Black heterosexual romantic 
relationships and factors that may be obstructing intimacy in this group. 
A few of the prior studies in the area of intimate romantic relationships among 
Blacks have been quantitative studies, which examined demographic factors such as mate 
availability and selection as well as attitudes and perceptions of intimacy and romantic 
involvement among Black men and women (Camp, 2002; Davis et al., 2000; Kiecolt & 
Fossett, 1995). Merely focusing on the demographic factors obscures the underlying 
issues that appear to distress and hinder cultivation and maintenance of intimate romantic 
relationships among Black men and women. Thus, it is critical to explore beyond 
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demographic factors that may impact intimate relationships among Black men and 
women. Additionally, many of these quantitative studies utilized theoretical frameworks 
such as social exchange theory and attachment theory as well as measurement scales like 
the Love Attitude Scale (Hendrick & Hendrick, 1986) and Relationship Questionnaire 
(Bartholomew, 1990) that have been normed on mostly White participants and do not 
adequately represent the realities or experiences of many Black men’s and women’s 
romantic relationships (Camp, 2002; Davis et al., 2000; Fairchild, 1985). Furthermore, 
many of these studies failed to examine the experiences of Black male-female romantic 
relationships within their socio-historical and socio-cultural contexts.  
To date, there are no studies that have explored the ways in which theoreticians’ 
assertions of the influence of socio-historical, socio-cultural, and institutional factors on 
Black male-female intimate romantic relationships impact the establishment and 
maintenance of couple relationships, particularly among never married Black men and 
women. A phenomenological qualitative study not only fills this gap in the literature, it 
also allows never married heterosexual Black men and women the opportunity to 
describe and interpret their experiences in cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships with one another. In establishing a body of literature on intimate romantic 
experiences of never married heterosexual Blacks, this study documented this particular 
population’s attitudes and beliefs about their experiences in the mate-selection process 
(i.e., dating, courtship) and in their efforts to sustain intimate romantic relationships with 
one another.  
Thus, the goals of this  phenomenological qualitative study are to explore the 
experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and women in intimate non-marital 
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romantic relationships; identify their attitudes and beliefs regarding the ways in which 
socio-cultural, socio-historical, and socio-structural  factors may influence their 
experiences in heterosexual non-marital romantic relationships; survey the desirability of 
never married Black men and women for involvement in secure intimate romantic 
relationships and/or marriage; and explore Black men’s and women’s perceptions, beliefs 
and attitudes about Black male-female intimate romantic relationships in the United 
States. These goals were explored through the main research question of this qualitative 
study: How do never married heterosexual Black men and women between the ages of 25 
and 35 describe and interpret their experiences in an attempt to cultivate and maintain 
intimate romantic relationships?  
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS  
Overview 
 The theoretical frameworks that guide this research study are Africana 
Womanism (Hudson-Weems, 1993, 2004, 2008) and Symbolic Interactionism (Charon, 
2007). Africana Womanism and Symbolic Interactionism theoretical frameworks are 
compatible in exploring Black male-female intimate romantic relationships because they 
help contextualize the phenomenon under investigation within a unique racial, socio-
historical, social-cultural and gender contexts (Few, 2007; Few, Stephens & Rouse-
Arnett, 2003). 
 In an analysis on the theoretical and methodological usage of Black feminist 
theory, critical race feminist theory and other Black consciousness (i.e., Africana 
womanism, womanist consciousness, African-centered or Afrocentric perspective) 
theories in family studies, Few (2007) emphasized the need and importance of integrating 
Black consciousness into family studies research and by extension, couple and family 
therapy research. She articulated that Black consciousness theories are compatible with 
family theories such as symbolic interactionism and ecological theory in exploring and 
understanding the lives of Black individuals and families. Even though much 
advancement have been made in fields such as psychology, community mental health, 
education and woman’s studies regarding the usage of Black consciousness theories or 
African-centered perspectives in research (Parham, Ajamu & White, 2011), much 
implementation of these theories and perspectives are needed, particularly in couple and 
family therapy research and theories (Akinyela, 2008). Specifically, much of the research 
and theories on romantic relationships and marriages in the field of couple and family 
therapy such as Susan Johnson’s evidence-based research and theory of emotionally 
137 
focused couple therapy (EFT) have largely focuses on White, middle-class couples 
(Bradley & Furrow, 2004; Bradley & Johnson, 2005; Makinen & Johnson, 2006). For 
many years, scholars such as McGoldrick and Hardy (2008) have critiqued the field of 
family therapy for its lack of cultural perspectives in the field’s theories and practices, 
particularly in the areas of couples therapy. In particular, much of the writings on therapy 
and few research studies with Blacks in the field of family therapy have usually centered 
on Eurocentric theoretical and methodological standpoints (Akinyela, 2008; Few, 2007). 
Many of the empirical research in the field are void of culturally relevant theoretical 
frameworks to structure research conducted with and on individuals, couples and families 
of color. Hence, there appears to be an imperative need in the field of couple and family 
therapy, especially when conducting research, to employ theoretical and methodological 
standpoints such as Black, Latino/a or Asian consciousness theories when examining, 
exploring and understanding the lives of individuals, couples and families of color.  
Africana Womanism  
 In reviewing the literature, no research in the field of couple and family therapy 
was found by the author that utilized Black consciousness theory such as Africana 
Womanism theory with the integration of Symbolic Interactionism to explore the 
experiences of never-married Black men and women in their attempts to cultivate and 
maintain intimate romantic relationships with one another. As mentioned in the chapter 1 
of this study, Africana Womanism theory can be understood as an ideological growth and 
development from Black feminism/womanism. This theory is grounded in African-
centered ethos and values, and within Black consciousness perspectives, which places 
African ideals at the center of any analysis that involves the lives of all women, men and 
children of African descent (Hudson-Weems, 1993). Hudson-Weems (1993) explicated 
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that “Africana Womanism commands an African-centered perspective of Africana 
women’s [and men’s] live—their historical, current and future interaction with their 
community, which includes their male counterparts” (p. 47). A theoretical perspective 
within Africana Womanism theory is the notion and the importance of centering the 
unique experiences, struggles, needs and desires of both Black women and men within 
their historical and cultural contexts (Hudson-Weems, 2008).  
In centering the unique experiences, struggles, needs and desires of Black men 
and women within their historical and cultural matrix, the theory emphasizes the 
significance of self-naming and self-defining. Self-namer and Self-definer are two of the 
characteristics of Africana Womanism conceived for both women and men (Hudson-
Weems, 1993, 2008). Nommo, a termed used in African cosmology that signifies the 
importance of proper naming, which is a critical aspect of Africana Womanism (Hudson-
Weems, 2008). The theory stresses the importance of proper naming, nommo, which is 
essential to the existence of Black women and men, families and communities (Hudson-
Weems, 2008). Self-naming is critical in accurately accessing and identifying the 
authenticity of the nuances of Black men’s and women’s voices and perspectives 
regarding their historical, and current roles and activities in their personal, relational, 
familial and communal lives (Hudson-Weems, 2004). The application of self-naming 
allows Black women and men to name their identity and self-actualize their experiences 
and struggles. Thus, the utility of self-naming stance within Africana Womanism theory 
in exploring the experiences of never married heterosexual Blacks, offers men and 
women the opportunity to describe and interpret their experiences in attempts to cultivate 
and maintain intimate romantic relationships.  
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Self-definer is another aspect within the Africana Womanism theory. According 
to Hudson-Weems (1993, 2008), self-defining and self-naming are critical because they 
are inextricably linked together and thus cannot be separated from one another. From a 
historical perspective, despite the fact that Black men and women have been ill-defined 
by others, they have always managed to find ways to properly name their experiences and 
define their realities. Self-defining enables Black women and men to define themselves 
and express their realities in ways that reflect their authentic identities rather than being 
defined by others. Hudson-Weems (2008) asserted that Africana female and male 
womanist defines her/his own reality with no particularly allegiance to existing ideals. 
Given the plethora of theories utilized to define the nature of Black male-female romantic 
relationships and the limited empirical understanding regarding the nuances of Black men 
and women intimate romantic relationships, it is imperative to explore men’s and 
women’s definitions and expressions regarding the nature of Black male-female 
relationships. Particularly, among never married Black men and women, who constitute 
large proportion of those who are single—among whom, many have expressed a desire to 
be involved in an intimate romantic relationship and/or marriage. Inquiring about 
heterosexual never married Black men’s and women’s definitions regarding the nature of 
Black male-female romantic relationships may offer understanding regarding the 
precipitous decline in marriage rates and raise in the rates of singlehood as well as the 
ways in which historical, socio-cultural, social structural and institutional factors impact 
the cultivation and sustainability of such relationships.   
According to Hudson-Weems (2008), Africana Womanism identifies parameters 
for analyzing the dynamics of Black male-female relationship and for establishing 
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plausible strategies to strengthen such relationships (Hudson-Weems, 2008). A crucial 
tenet of Africana Womanism theory that guides the basis of exploration in this study is 
the concept of the interdependency and interconnectedness between Black women and 
men. In its characteristic, the theory claims that Black females are in concert with Black 
males in the struggle for humanity and liberation of all Africana people. Hudson-Weems 
(1993) wrote:  
“Unlike the mainstream feminist, whose struggle is characteristically 
independent of and oftentimes adverse to male participation, the Africana 
womanist invites her male counterpart into her struggle for liberation and 
parity in society, as this struggle has been traditionally the glue that has 
held them together and enabled them to survive in a particularly hostile and 
racist society” (p. 61).   
 Africana Womanism places emphasis on how race, class and gender oppression, 
respectively impacts the lives and relationships of both Black women and men (Hudson-
Weems, 2008). Hence, the theory does not only recognize the struggles and experiences 
of Black women in a white supremacy patriarchal society, it also acknowledges the 
struggles and experiences of Black men in such society. The theory recognizes the 
common struggles of racism and classism that Black women have with Black men. 
Africana Womanism takes into account the historical and present collective struggles and 
experiences of all Africana people—women and men—with racial and class oppression. 
This theory emphasizes the ways in which racism have impacted and continues to affect 
the lives of both Black women and men as well as their families. It recognizes how Black 
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men and women have worked together against racial oppression and class 
marginalization in society.  
Hudson-Weems (2008) maintained that when assessing Black families and by 
extension Black male-female relationships through Africana Womanism construct, one 
has to consider the social, political, economic and cultural factors that may impact such 
relationships. Particularly, Africana Womanism underscores the impression of 
institutional racism on Black male-female relationships. As well as, it recognizes the 
tensions between Afrocentric and Eurocentric values on Black male-female relationships 
(Hudson-Weems, 2008). In addition, this theory addresses the ways in which 
internalization of Eurocentric values such as individualism and rigid male-female gender 
roles may influence Black male-female relationships (Hudson-Weems, 2008).  Therefore, 
using an Africana Womanism lens aids in the exploration and analysis of the ways in 
which issues such as racism and classism may influence the intimate romantic coupling 
experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and women. In addition, 
employing this critical lens helps in contextualizing the diverse experiences of never 
married Black men and women in their attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate 
romantic relationships within their socio-historical and socio-cultural contexts (Few, 
2007; Hudson-Weems, 2008).   
 A critical aspect of Africa ethos, which Africana Womanism is centered around, 
is interrelatedness—the importance of relationships—particularly, the interrelatedness 
between Black women and men. The theory places a great emphasize on the nature and 
empowerment of Black male-female relationships. Just as Africana Womanism stresses 
the importance of co-existence and interconnectedness of Black men and women in 
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intimate romantic relationships; it also identifies factors such as sexism that jeopardizes 
such relationships. This theoretical stance is self-critical, in that it acknowledges and 
challenges gender oppression and male chauvinism within Black communities and in the 
larger society. Africana Womanism illuminates the ways in which sexism and struggle 
against gender oppression have alienated and continues to separate Black women and 
men from one another (Hudson-Weems, 2008). This theory examines the effects of 
sexism and female subjugation on the psychological, emotional and spiritual lives of both 
women and men as well as their relational lives—intimate and non-intimate relationships. 
Constructs within the Africana Womanism paradigm such as interdependency; 
mutual love, respect and support for each other; as well as promotion of a collective 
liberation from struggles, draw attention to the importance and necessitate of Black men 
and women to work together in eradicating gender oppression and move towards gender 
equality for the survival and strengthen of Black male-female relationships and by 
extension Black families and communities (Hudson-Weems, 2008). Hudson-Weems 
(2008) explained that “ Africana Womanism…highlights  a structure wherein Africana 
women and Africana men work together in dissolving both the sense of alienation that 
Africana men experience and the sense of isolation and suppression that Africana women 
experience” in combating sexism and gender oppression within Black male-female 
relationships (p. 103-104). Efforts to find solutions and attempts to resolve the relational 
hurts and alienation between Black women and men should not be relegated to women 
alone but to men as well. Thus, utilizing Africana Womanism in exploring the 
experiences of both heterosexual never married Black men and women in their attempt to 
establish and sustain intimate romantic relationships is fitting.  
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The theory also provides perspective on the ways in which gender oppression 
works in tandem with racial oppression within Black male-female relationships, both 
within Black communities and in the larger society. This theoretical lens acknowledges 
and explicates the tripartite plight of race, class and gender on Black male-female 
intimate romantic relationships in a white supremacy capitalist patriarchal society. 
Africana Womanism theory elucidates and critically examines the effects of racism, 
classism and sexism, which are often inextricably linked, on the individual lives of both 
Black men and women, along with the interplay of these factors on heterosexual intimate 
romantic relationships. Lending this critical lens to the exploration and analysis of never 
married heterosexual Black men and women, helps facilitate an understanding of how 
factors such as racism, classism and sexism influences the dynamics and experiences of 
men’s and women’s in attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships.  
Symbolic Interactionism 
In addition to Africana Womanism, the constructs of Symbolic Interaction theory 
also guides the exploration of this study. There are numerous contributors to the 
development of symbolic interaction theory (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993; White & Klein, 
2008). The work of George Herbert Mead was significantly attributed to the development 
of symbolic interaction ideas (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993; White & Klein, 2008). 
According to Charon (2007) the unit of study in Symbolic Interactionism is interaction. 
The theory posited that humans are pragmatic actors and creative informants who 
structure their social worlds through interactions with their environments, one another 
and themselves (Few, 2007). The theory focuses on the activities that take place between 
and among people. In other words, symbolic interaction theory provides context for the 
behaviors that people exhibit or experience in interactions with self and others (Charon, 
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2007). In addition, the theory considers the ways in which human behaviors and 
interactions are shaped by culture as well as the ways in which culture shapes human 
behaviors and social interactions. The theory indicates that human behavior is descriptive 
within a context. Hence, in order to understand a situation, one must recognize the 
individual’s interpretation or meaning he/she attached to the behavior within their social, 
historical and cultural contexts (Charon, 2007; LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993). Therefore, 
understanding the romantic experiences of never married Black men and women requires 
an in-depth awareness of the social, behavioral and symbolic contexts of such 
experiences. Employing the assumptions and concepts of symbolic interactions will allow 
for an exploration of the coupling relationships and experiences of never married Blacks 
within a socio-historical, socio-cultural and present context.  
The theoretical concepts of Symbolic Interactionism emphasize several 
assumptions about social interactions between and among human beings. Charon (2007) 
articulated that social interaction means that “actors take one another into account, 
symbolically communicate to one another and interpret one another’s actions” (p. 143). 
Such social interaction brings about interaction perspectives in which individuals are able 
to define or understand themselves and their world. Social interaction mediates a 
relationship between contexts, interactions, roles and identities (Charon, 2007; LaRossa 
& Reitzes, 1993). According to LaRossa & Reitzes (1993) identities refer to self-
meanings in a role. Symbolic Interactionists understand that identities and roles are 
intertwined. Individuals’ development and salience to their identities and roles are 
influenced by their interactions with self and others as well as with the larger societal 
context. Social interaction processes involve continuous negotiation of identities and 
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roles at the intra and interpersonal levels within one’s contexts (LaRossa & Reitzes, 
1993). In other words, identities and roles are informed by social interactions and the 
social norms that one is embedded in (Charon, 2007). Hence, in utilizing Symbolic 
Interactionism perspectives to explore and understand never married Black men’s and 
women’s description and interpretation of their coupling interactions and experiences, 
one has to take into considerations the ways in which Black men’s and women’s 
identities and roles, both historically and concurrently, in the larger societal as well as 
within their familial and relational contexts influence their interactions and experiences in 
romantic relationships.   
Another concept of Symbolic Interactionism is the notion that human beings are 
socialized through symbols or languages. Symbolic Interactionists hold the view that 
symbolic or linguistic construct allows for ongoing communication and the ability to pass 
down knowledge from one generation to the next (Charon, 2007). Symbolic or linguistic 
constructs are said to be central to the formation and organization of society through the 
process of socialization (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993). Symbolic Interactionists 
conceptualize socialization as a complex process in which humans undergo changes due 
to social influences in which they actively learn various roles and participate, both overtly 
and covertly, in the formation of their identities. Thus, within the context of Symbolic 
Interactionism, socialization is a process that is influenced by symbolic or linguistic 
concepts, social interaction and interaction with self. This theory also posits that symbols 
and languages structure how humans perceive, think and make meanings of their worlds 
and their behaviors. One assumption of Symbolic Interactionism is that in order to 
understand human behavior, one has to understand the meaning that an action has for the 
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actor. The theory emphasizes that actors define the meaning of contexts and situations in 
which they found themselves in (White & Klein, 2008). The theory holds the maxim that 
“what humans define as real has real consequences” (White & Klein, 2008, p. 99). 
Meaning, as people define or interpret contexts and events, they ascribe meaning to the 
situations they find themselves in and in turn their actions and relationship to the 
situations are based on their interpretation or definition of the event and contexts. The 
ways in which humans define the situation they find themselves in, explains what they 
define as problems and the actions and solutions they assume in that situation (White & 
Klein, 2008). Therefore, exploring the social interaction of never married Black men’s 
and women’s coupling experiences through the lens of Symbolic Interactionism  aids in 
understanding the ways in which men and women define, interpret and describe their 
actions, behaviors, attitudes and experiences in their attempts to cultivate and maintain 
intimate romantic relationships with one another.  
Summary 
 The integration of Africana Womanism and Symbolic Interactionism theoretical 
frameworks are suitable for exploring the coupling experiences of never married Black 
men and women because both theories explicate factors that influence the ontologies, 
epistemologies and worldview or world-sense of individuals (Few, 2007). Both theories 
help guide the exploration and understanding of the ways in which never married Black 
men and women define and interpret their attitudes, interactions and experiences in their 
attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships with one another. 
Africana Womanism and Symbolic Interactionism allow for exploration of the 
phenomenon under investigation within the social locations of participants. In addition, 
both theories emphasize the need to understand people within their historical and cultural 
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contexts. Thus, these theories enable exploration of the phenomenon within the social-
cultural and social-historical contexts in which it is embedded as well as the ways in 
which such parameters may have influence(s) on never married Black men and women 
intimate romantic coupling experiences.  
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CHAPTER 4: METHODS 
Methodology 
A hermeneutic phenomenological approach was employed to explore the 
proposed main research question: How do never-married heterosexual Black men and 
women between the ages of 25 and 35 describe and interpret their experiences in attempts 
to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships? As indicated in Chapter 1, 
phenomenology is a philosophy and also a research approach initiated by Edmund 
Husserl to understand how objects, action and events appear in the consciousness, 
preconscious and unconscious (i.e., real or imagined, empirically measurable or 
subjectively felt) processes of a person (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003; van Manen, 1990). 
Experience, which is the central focus of phenomenology, is understood as the 
consciousness—including preconscious and unconscious processes—of physical things, 
values, moods, activities and feelings of persons within their lifeworld (Daly, 2007; 
Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003; Moustakas, 1994).  
According to Giorgi and Giorgi (2003), lifeworld is the way that a phenomenon 
appears in everyday life. Giorgi and Giorgi (2003) explained that empirical 
phenomenological methodology aims to elucidate experiences of a phenomenon that 
persons lived through in their everyday life. According to van Manen (1990) lived time 
(temporality), lived spaced (spatiality), lived body (corporeality) and lived human relation 
(relationality or communality) are four lifeworld existentials that guide 
phenomenological reflection in research process. van Manen (1990) also emphasized that 
phenomenological analysis of the lived experiences of persons’ lifeworld, seeks to 
discern the psychological essence or meaning of a phenomenon within the sociocultural 
and the historical traditions that have given meaning to persons’ ways of being in the 
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world. In other words, human behaviors and experiences occur in the context of 
relationships to things, people, events and situations (Richards & Morse, 2007). Thus, 
phenomenological methodology research offers a descriptive, reflective and interpretive 
approach on the meaning of several persons lived experiences of a particular 
phenomenon within the context of participants’ lives (Richards & Morse, 2007).  
In this study, the phenomenon the researcher explored was the experience of 
cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationships among never-married 
heterosexual Black men and women between the ages of 25 and 35. It is important to 
explore this phenomenon because increasingly the rates of those who are marrying 
among Blacks have declined and there is a sharp increase in the rates of singlehood 
among Black men and women (Dixon, 2009; Davis et al. 2000). van Manen (1990) 
posited that phenomenology aims to gain a deeper understanding of the nature or 
meaning of everyday experiences of a described lived phenomenon. According to 
Moustakas (1994), the description of the phenomenon consists of “what” persons 
experienced and “how” they experienced it. Hence, the purpose of this phenomenological 
study is to determine what the experience of cultivating and maintaining intimate 
romantic relationships means to never-married heterosexual Black men and women 
between the ages of 25 and 35, through a comprehensive description of how they 
experienced this phenomenon. From participants’ descriptions of their lived experiences 
of the phenomenon, general or universal meanings will be derived. In other words, the 
essences or structures of the experience of cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships among 25-35 year old never-married heterosexual Black men and women 
will be gained to a certain degree of depth and richness (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 
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1990). Specifically, the usage of hermeneutic phenomenology (van Manen, 1990) 
allowed for both description and interpretation of the lived experiences of Black men and 
women’s attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships within their 
contextual world.   
Hermeneutic phenomenology, which originated from hermeneutic philosophy and 
is applied to human science research, focuses on interpretive understanding of descriptive 
human behaviors and experiences (Patton, 2002). According to Awosan (2009), 
phenomenologists looks for what the sociologist Max Weber called verstehen or 
“understanding” on a personal level of motives and beliefs behind persons’ actions as 
pertains to a phenomenon. Patton (2002) asserted that the term hermeneutics is linked to 
the god Hermes and derived from the Greek word hermeneuein—meaning to understand 
or interpret. Hermeneutic phenomenological researcher seeks to make sense and 
construct an interpretive meaning of the lived experiences of a particular phenomenon in 
persons’ lifeworld (Patton, 2002; van Manen, 1990). Understanding of the meanings of 
persons’ lived experiences are placed within the historical, social, cultural, relational and 
personal contexts in which persons experience, describe, interpret and understand his/her 
truths and beings (Daly, 2007; Patton, 2002).  Patton posited that hermeneutic theory 
argues that one can only interpret the meaning of something (lived experiences of a 
particular phenomenon) from one’s perspective—either from researcher’s perspective of 
findings or participants’ perspective or standpoint of their lived experiences. Thus, the 
usage of hermeneutic phenomenology will help generate understanding and interpretive 
meanings of never-married Black men’s and women’s experiences in engaging and 
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maintaining intimate romantic relationships within their social-historical, social-cultural, 
and social-emotional and relational contexts.      
The usage of hermeneutic phenomenology in this study is compatible with the 
theoretical frameworks of Africana Womanism and Symbolic Interactionism because like 
Africana Womanist or Symbolic Interactionist, phenomenologist believes that the 
phenomenon of interest needs to be studied where it naturally exist and from the actor’s 
own perspective. Thus, employing the constructs of hermeneutic phenomenology with 
the frameworks of Africana Womanism and Symbolic Interactionism allowed for the 
engagement of Black men and women in the process of presenting their own realities as 
well as aid in understanding their attitudes, beliefs and experiences in attempts to couple 
and maintain intimate romantic relationships.  
Research Design 
Qualitative inquiry is oriented toward exploration, discovery and inductive logic 
of studying persons, interactions, processes or experiences (Patton, 2002). According to 
Creswell (2009) qualitative research takes place in the natural setting of participants. In 
order to facilitate the study of the phenomenon of interest in depth and detail, a 
qualitative design calls for exploration and understanding of participants and their lived 
experience within his/her real-world setting, i.e., home, office, neighborhood, etc. 
(Creswell, 2009; Dahl & Boss, 2005). Unlike quantitative research design, qualitative 
design is naturalistic in that the researcher does not attempt to manipulate the 
phenomenon but rather allow the phenomenon to unfold naturally either through 
observation and/or open-ended interview process of participants (Patton, 2002). In 
qualitative design, a small number of people are involved in the participation of study 
(Patton, 2002). This is done to gain in-depth, detailed information, description and 
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understanding of each participant’s lived experience of the phenomenon of interest. 
Unlike quantitative design, empirical generalizability is not the goal of qualitative design, 
but rather depth and accurate understanding of the meaning and establishment of 
possibilities of the phenomenon (Dahl & Boss, 2005; Patton, 2002). Thus, using 
qualitative design within a hermeneutic phenomenological method to gain thick 
description of Black men’s and women’s romantic coupling experiences is fitting.    
 In-depth descriptive interpretation of participants’ experiences of the 
phenomenon under exploration was collected through the use of open-ended, semi-
structured interview approach. Participants were interviewed in person, which allowed 
for participants to define for themselves the phenomenon or the experience of attempting 
to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships. The usage of open-ended, in-
person interview strategy is consistent with a phenomenological approach because it gave 
participants the chance to describe the conditions, values, beliefs and attitudes they 
perceived to be relevant to the definition of their lived experiences of coupling in 
romantic relationships (Dahl & Boss, 2005 p. 72). Also, individual semi-structured, open-
ended interviews offered the researcher the organization of preplanned questions, which 
was supplemented with planned and unplanned probes that allowed for flexibility within 
each interviewing process (Richards & Morse, 2007). I also utilized member checking, 
which involved voluntary follow-up interview to tap participants’ perspectives on the 
themes generated from the descriptive texts of the initial interviews (Creswell, 2009). 
According to Richards and Morse (2007) member checking ensures the commitment of 
both the researcher and participants to accurately describing and understanding the 
essence of the phenomenon of interest. The dialectical conversation between the 
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participants and researcher in member checking allowed for the credibility and 
conformability of the described lived experience (Richards & Morse, 2007). Furthermore, 
the approach of individual open-ended interview and follow-up interview for the purpose 
of member checking are consistent with the theoretical perspective of Africana 
Womanism, because it allows for participants to individually give voice to their lived 
experience of attempting to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships.  
Sample Selection Procedure 
After approval from Drexel University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), a 
purposeful homogeneous criterion-based snowball sampling approach was utilized to 
select Black men and women between the ages of 25 and35 years, who identify 
themselves as Black, heterosexual, and never married and are either single or currently 
involved in a romantic intimate relationship (e.g., never married single, never 
married/non-cohabiting dating couple or never married/cohabiting couple). A purposeful 
homogenous sampling was used due to the specificity of the population sample and the 
similarity of their background as it relates to the exploration of phenomenon in this study 
(Patton, 2002). The inclusion criterion of being Black, heterosexual, never-married, male 
or female who is either single or involved in a coupled romantic relationship between the 
ages of 25 and 35  enabled the researcher to obtain an in-depth description and 
interpretation of the phenomenon being investigated.  
Snowball sampling approach is a form of non-probability theoretical sampling 
(Patton, 2002). According to Creswell (2007) snowball sampling requires the researcher 
to inquire of participants’ referral of persons whom they know fit the inclusion criterion 
of the study. 
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Participants  
Dahl and Boss (2005) asserted that due to the fact that qualitative 
phenomenological study requires in-depth description of the experiences of each 
participant, this approach lends itself to a small sample size. Creswell (2007) indicated 
that in phenomenology, sample size can range from 1 up to 325. According to Patton 
(2002), sample size in qualitative paradigm depends on what the researcher wants to 
know, the purpose of the inquiry, what is at stake, what will be useful, what will have 
credibility and what can be done with available time and resources. Thus, the sample of 
this qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study consisted of 26 participants. Persons 
currently involved in a coupled romantic relationship were interviewed individually in 
order to obtain individual subjective description and interpretation of their experiences in 
cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic couple relationships. Likewise, singles 
were interviewed individually in order to obtain their subjective description and 
interpretation of their experiences regarding their attempts in cultivating and maintaining 
intimate romantic relationships. Patton (2002) also emphasized the difference between 
breadth and depth when considering sample size in qualitative study. He explicated that a 
research seeks depth of a phenomenon when inquiring about a more open range of 
experiences for a smaller number of people (Patton, 2002). Since the researcher  explored 
the description and interpretation of participants’ “self in interaction” with potential 
romantic partners and/or current or past romantic partners, the researcher  therefore, 
sought a more open range of specific lived experiences of intimate romantic partnering 
for a small number of people (N=26). Thus, the depth of the phenomenon  in this study 
was explored because the description and interpretation of specific lived experiences of 
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the coupling process among never married heterosexual Black men and women (single 
and coupled) between the ages of 25 and 35 was under exploration.  
Inclusion and Exclusion Sampling Criteria  
Participants who self identifies as single or involved in a romantic intimate 
relationship and never married, heterosexual, Black men or women, from various 
socioeconomic statuses and between the ages of 25 and 35 were included in this study. 
Persons who self identify as married and/or ever married (i.e. separated or divorce) and 
persons with severe psychological problems were excluded from this study. This research 
sought to explore participants’ description and interpretation of their experiences in 
attempts to cultivate intimate romantic relationships. Thus, participants’ experiences as 
they pertain to intimate romantic relationships ranged from casual dating to cohabitating 
partnerships. Intimate romantic relationship experiences of heterosexual Black men and 
women, who identified as never married singles, never married/non-cohabiting dating 
couples or never married/cohabiting couples, were explored in this study. 
As indicated in the penultimate paragraph, the proposed study sought to explore 
the experiences of 25 to 35 years old heterosexual Black men and women who are never 
married single, never married/non-cohabiting dating couple or never married/cohabiting 
couples. And the choice of this category of individuals was prompted by the findings of   
the U.S. Census of the Bureau   (2010a) that this age range of Black men and women has 
the highest rate of never-married persons compared to other racial groups in the nation. 
According to the Bureau, there are 72% of Blacks who have never married between the 
ages of 25-29 years old, compared to 56% of Asians, 54% of Latino/a and 52% of 
Whites.  As the average age of first marriage increases for most Americans to about 30 
years (Goodwin, McGill & Chandra, 2009), 53% of Blacks between the ages of 30-34 
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years old are still never married while this number is 24% for Asians, 34% for Latino/a 
and 29% for Whites (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2010). Additionally, within the age 
ranges of 35-39 and 40-44 years old, the percentage of never married Black is 38% and 
33% respectively compared to 16% and 12% of never married Asians; 23% and 20% of 
never married Latino/a; and 18% and 14% never married Whites (U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, 2010a). In addition, scholars have asserted that even though marital trends in the 
United States have changed over the decades, Blacks tend to have a much lower marriage 
rate, higher divorce and separation rates, and higher rates of never married individuals 
(Dixon, 2009; Davis et al., 2000; Marsh et al., 2007). Social scientists have indicated that 
the recede in marriage among Blacks is largely due to the striking increase in the amount 
of never married Black adults in the past decades (Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1995; 
Teachman, Tedrow & Crowder, 2000).  
As a result of the disparities in marital status by race and raise in singlehood 
among Blacks, scholars have speculated that Blacks are likely to spend a significant 
amount of their lives being single whether as unpartnered, or serial partnered non-
cohabitors and serial partnered cohabitors (Pinderhughes, 2002; Patterson, 1998; 
Franklin, 2000). Therefore, inclusion of criteria of participants who are never married 
single or coupled, heterosexual, Black men and women between the ages of 25 and 35 
was fitting in exploring the research question of the ways in which this category of 
individuals  describe and interpret their experiences in attempts to cultivate and maintain 
intimate romantic relationships.    
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Procedure 
Recruitment of Participants 
Participants were recruited by posting flyers about the study at Drexel University 
main campus and Center City Hahnemann campus. In addition, mass emails were sent to 
Drexel Black graduate student union list serve. Flyers were also posted in neighborhoods, 
community health centers, hair salons and barber shops. Also, participants were recruited 
through “word-of-mouth” via snowball sampling. 
Approval to conduct this study was obtained from the Drexel University 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) (See Appendix A for IRB submission form). The 
investigator then sent flyers (see Appendix E for study flyer) and recruitment letters (see 
Appendix F for recruitment letter/email) to communities and organizations listed above 
and posted at these locations. The flyer and recruitment letter contained information 
about the purpose of the study, the time requirement for the study (Approximately 2.5 
hours), inclusion criteria for participation and incentive for participating in the study. The 
incentive for participating in this study was a 25 dollar gift card to iTunes music store 
online or Best Buy store. Potential participants who were interested in participating in the 
study contacted the investigator, whose name and contact information was posted on the 
flyers and recruitment letters.  
 The study took place at the homes of the participants, within the communities of 
participants, and the school office of investigator at Drexel University—Center City 
Hahnemann campus in Bellet Building room 505.  
In-person in-depth semi-structured interview  
As indicated, the in-person interviews took place at participants’ homes, 
neighborhoods and investigator’s school office. Participant who volunteered to 
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participate in the study were required to sign an adult informed consent form, which 
explained the purpose of the study, the audio-tape consents, the median risks and benefits 
of being involved in the study and participant’s right to voluntarily participate in the 
study. The investigator then explained confidentiality issues with participants. After 
participants read and sign the consent form, the participants then completed a self-report 
demographic survey (Appendix C). Completion of the survey took approximately 20 
minutes for most of the participants. Upon completion of the demographic survey, the 
investigator collected the survey and placed them in a sealed envelope, which was labeled 
with a chosen pseudonym by each participant to protect his/her identity. The each 
participant’s pseudonym was attached to their demographic and interview responses in 
order to separate all their identifiable information from the research data, findings and 
final write-ups of the study. All raw data from the study were securely stored in a locked 
box that was placed in a locked filing cabinet in the confidential office of investigator’s 
advisor. The semi-structured qualitative interview then followed after the completion of 
the survey. After completion of the demographic survey, participants were informed once 
again that involvement in the study was voluntary and that they can withdraw at any time 
in the study if the process became too difficult or for any other reasons (Dahl & Boss, 
2005). Investigator once again informed participants of median risks as well as benefits 
that may be involved in the study.  
 The investigator then asked participants to critically reflect on, describe and 
interpret their lived experiences of attempting to couple and maintain intimate romantic 
relationships, reflections and expressions of such experiences through the use of the 
semi-structured interview guide (Appendix D).  
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After the interview, participants were thoroughly debriefed and provided with list 
of referral information for individual or couples therapeutic services (see Appendix G) 
(Dahl & Boss, 2005). Investigator’s expertise and clinical skills as a couple and family 
therapist also enable her to effectively assess if and when participants are showing 
indirect or direct signs of potential median risks throughout the interview process. 
Throughout the interviewing process, investigator  aimed to reduce potential median risks 
to participants through ongoing verbal consent and the use of processual consent, which, 
according to Rosenblatt (1995)  means monitoring questions and which gives participants 
the freedom to continue, terminate or proceed to the next question (e.g., “let me know if 
this question is appropriate”, “could I ask you…”).   
 All the interviews were audio-taped by two digital tape recorders. Investigator 
also made explicit to participants regarding the importance and use of the two audio-tape 
devices during the interview.   
As indicated earlier, the depth of the phenomenon under exploration in this 
proposed study was obtained through in-person semi-structured open-ended qualitative 
interview approach. The length of time for interview process was 90 minutes to 240 
minutes, in which up to 26 potential participants were interviewed individually. Thirteen 
persons were single at the time of the study and 13 individuals were coupled.   
The in-person semi-structured interviews were conducted through semi-structured 
interview guide (see Appendix D), in which 24 open-ended questions along with probes 
were presented to participants. Probes is a follow-up question such as “what did you 
dislike, if anything?”, which allowed for focus on eliciting greater detail and increase 
depth of participants’ descriptions and interpretations of the experiences during the 
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interviewing process (Patton, 2002). In addition, the probes were tailored to each 
participant in order to allow for more personalized story of each participant. After each 
interviews, all participants were given opportunity to debrief (Dahl & Boss, 2005). 
Subsequently, each participant was presented with the study incentive of 25 dollars gift 
card for iTunes music store online or Best Buy store.   
 After debriefing and presentation of incentive, each participant was asked if 
he/she would like to volunteer for a follow-up interview in order for the investigator to 
accurately describe and identify the structure of participant’s description and 
interpretation of the phenomenon (Richards & Morse, 2007). As mentioned before, this 
dialectic (i.e., conversation between participant and researcher) is considered member 
checking—a process in qualitative phenomenological research which allows for 
assessment of credibility and trustworthiness of data and findings. According to Creswell 
(2009) not all participants have to participate in the follow-up interviews.  During and 
after each interview, I took detailed field notes as well as engaged in journaling my 
thoughts, reflections and questions about the interview afterword. 
After each interview, narratives from the interviews were collected as data to be 
transcribed and analyzed. Each taped interview was transferred to computer software 
(MAXQDA) for storage, management, clarity of transcription and analysis. MAXQDA 
(versions 10 and 11) software (http://www.maxqda.com/products/maxqda11) which is 
used for qualitative data analysis was used for data collection, management, storage and 
analysis. The software required password in order to access the data in it, thus the 
investigator had the password for access to the software and data.     
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Demographic Survey 
The demographic survey (see Appendix C) is a brief self-report survey that 
inquired of participants’ background information such as gender, age, race/ethnicity, 
marital/ relational status, sexual orientation, years of formal education, occupation and 
current income level. In addition, questions from the demographic survey  served to 
corroborate information previously discussed in the literature review such as marital 
desirability and whether participant was raised in a single-parent or two-parent 
household. These questions also highlighted the need for any additional individualized 
questions during the in-person semi-structured interviewing process. 
Interview Guide 
The semi-structured interview guide (Appendix D) consisted of 24 of open-ended 
questions that outlined questions related to the phenomenon under investigation. While 
the interview guide permitted greater flexibility and individualization, the guide also 
ensured that the same basic lines of inquiry to be pursued with each person interviewed, 
in order to elucidate and illuminate the phenomenon being explored (Patton, 2002). The 
interview guide contained open-ended questions that explored each participant’s 
experience and behavior, opinion and values, feeling, knowledge and background of 
Black heterosexual intimate romantic relationships and their own experiences with such 
relationship (Patton, 2002). Examples of salient questions included in the interview guide 
are: How would you describe intimate romantic relationships among Black men and 
women? And what are your feelings regarding Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationships? 
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Hermeneutic Phenomenological Data Analysis  
The researcher used semi-structured interviews that contained 24 open-ended 
questions (Appendix D) to collect data. Interviews ranged between 90 minutes to 240 
minutes and the average length of interview was 150 minutes. Twenty-six never married 
heterosexual Black women and men participants described and interpreted their 
experiences in attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships. They 
explored their attitudes regarding the influence of socio-cultural, socio-historical, and 
socio-structural factors on their coupling processes as well as their desire to be involved 
in secure intimate romantic relationship or marriage. The researcher used the qualitative 
analysis software MAXQDA (2009, 2011), versions 10 and 11, to manage, organize, and 
analyze the raw data. 
Three main categories, which were the aims of this qualitative research, guided 
the analysis of study data: 1) the experiences of never married heterosexual Black men 
and women in cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationship; 2) attitudes 
about the influence of socio-historical, socio-structural and socio-structural factors on the 
intimate romantic relationship experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and 
women; and 3) the desirability for secure intimate romantic relationships or marriage 
among never married Black men and women. The themes in chapter 5 highlight the 
descriptions and interpretations of the experiences of never married heterosexual Black 
men and women between the ages of 25 and 35 in their attempts to cultivate and maintain 
intimate romantic relationships.   
Analytical Strategies 
As alluded to earlier, in hermeneutic phenomenology, data analysis consists of 
reading, reflection, writing and re-rewriting in order for the researcher to grasp the 
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phenomenological structures (i.e., meanings, themes, essences) of the lived experience of 
the phenomenon through the transformation of interviews into textual  narratives (van 
Manen, 1990). Dahl and Boss (2005) emphasized that the goal of data analysis in 
phenomenology is to describe and understand (as in verstehen) the experience of the 
participants. They also asserted that in phenomenological inquiry, data analysis and data 
collection go hand in hand. Likewise, Creswell (2007) elaborated that analysis of 
qualitative data involves the process of moving in analytic circle than a fixed linear 
approach. The analytical strategies used in this study followed that of van Manen (1990), 
Moustakas’ (1994) modified version of van Kaam’s method (1959, 1966) and Giorgi’s 
(1985).  The structure for the data analysis was partially borrowed from Moustakas’ 
(1994) modified version of the van Kaam method (1959, 1966).Themes were created 
using Giorgi’s (1997) model as well as van Manen’s. van Manen’s (1990) understanding 
and method of life world essentials were used to generate the textural and structural 
descriptions. Using these three models of data analysis, four aspects of qualitative 
phenomenological data analysis method established by Amedeo Giorgi (1985) were 
employed in this study. 
Moustakas’ data analysis method includes (a) identification of words or phrases 
also known as significant statements that describe aspects of the lived experience (b) list 
and preliminary group significant statements by adding every expression relevant to the 
experience under investigation; (c) reduction and elimination of expressions that are 
irrelevant to the phenomenon; (d) label and cluster invariant constituents that bear close 
relationships to one another, these are then clustered together to create a thematic label; 
(e) finally identify the invariant constituents and themes by application, in other words, 
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check the core identified common element against the descriptors used by participants 
during interviews, this is also known the validation process; (f) use of the relevant 
validated themes to construct an individual textural description of the experience, which 
includes verbatim examples; (g) construction of a structural description of the experience 
based textural description and imaginative variation; and (h) construction of a textural-
structural description of the meanings and essences of the experience incorporating 
invariant constituents and themes. Steps (f) through (h) are known as the structure of the 
data or experience (Daly, 2007). Throughout steps (a) to (h), researcher engaged in 
constant and continuous reflection through writing and rewriting (Richard & Morse, 
2007) to capture the essence of the phenomenon. 
As noted above, to gain scientific essences of the themes generated from the data, 
Giorgi (1997) identified four steps within the data analysis: (a) read and re-read the entire 
description of experiences in the data; (b) then develop “meaning units” that reflect 
participants’ experiences with the phenomenon as well as the researcher’s perspectives 
and understanding of the phenomenon based on the literature about the phenomenon; (c) 
review all of the meaning units and develop themes that emerge. The themes need to be 
connected to the experience of the phenomenon under study; and (d) synthesize the 
themes into a consistent statement regarding what and how the phenomenon was 
experienced. Step (b) was used from this method along with van Manen’s method to 
generate the meaning units. 
Finally, van Manen’s model of thematic analysis and creation of structural 
descriptions were also employed in this data analysis process. This model include (a) 
attending to the text as a whole and finding phrases that may capture the fundamental 
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meaning or significance of the text as a whole; (b) listening to and reading the text 
several times with the goal of looking for the statements or phrases that seem particularly 
essential or revealing about the experience being described; (c) examining every single 
sentence or sentence structure to determine what the cluster says about the phenomenon 
being investigated; (d) noting certain themes that begin to emerge and certain experiential 
themes that recur as a commonality or possible commonalities in various descriptions that 
were gathered; and (e) holding on to themes by lifting appropriate phrases or by capturing 
in singular statements the main thrust of the meaning of themes (Cooper, 2012).  
In this phenomenological study, as mentioned above, researcher used textural and 
structural descriptions to describe and interpret the thematic findings (van Manen, 1990; 
Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). Using hermeneutic phenomenology of life worlds that 
constitutes four life world existential themes allowed for the structural analysis of 
participants’ descriptions and interpretations of their experiences in attempts to cultivate 
and maintain intimate romantic relationships. As well as their attitudes regarding the 
influence of socio-cultural, socio-historical and socio-structural factors on Black male-
female coupling processes and their desire to be involved in secure intimate romantic 
relationship or marriage. The four existential themes were live space (spatiality), lived 
body (corporeality), lived time (temporality) and lived human relation or other 
(relationality or communality) (van Manen, 1990).  
According to van Manen (1990), live space speaks to the importance of felt space 
that is a largely pre-verbal experience on which people often do not consciously reflect. 
The existential theme of lived space highlights the significance of how space affects the 
way one feels about herself or himself in the world. van Manen gave several examples of 
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the effects of space on the emotionality and sense of being of human begins. He cited 
how the wide-open space of a landscape such as the Grand Canyon may make one feel 
exposed or filled with a sense of freedom. The opposite may be the way in which the 
crowded space in an elevator can make one feel lost or filled with a sense of engulfment 
due to lack of personal space. Essentially one becomes the space that one is in, such as in 
the case of home in which one may feel a sense of secure inner sanctity, protection and 
authenticity. van Manen (1990) asserted that “inquiring into the nature of lived space 
renders” a particular experience such as the coupling experiences of never married 
heterosexual Black women and men “quality of meaning” and the ways in which aspect 
of their lived space in society and within their lives may affect their experiences and felt 
sense of their coupling experiences (p.103).  
Lived body emphasizes the significance of the experiences of the human bodies in 
the world. Human bodies are seen as mediators of the world (van Manen, 1990). van 
Manen explicated that when one first meets a person in his or her world, one meet that 
person first through his or her body. He further explained that lived body evokes a sense 
in which people reveal and conceal something about themselves through their body 
subconsciously. van Manen articulated that “when the body is the object of someone 
else’s gaze, it may lose its naturalness or instead it may happen that it grows enhanced in 
its modality of being” (p. 104). He gave the example that, under critical gaze, the body 
may turn awkward and its motion may appear clumsy, and while under the admiring gaze 
of a beloved, the body may be display a blushing response. In other words, one’s 
relationship to another is based on one’s experience of the person’s lived body, in which 
“a person in love may incarnate his or her erotic mode of being in a subtle glow or radiant 
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face” (p.104). Hence, this study analyzed how never married heterosexual Black men and 
women meet, relate, and experience each other’s bodies within the lived space of their 
coupling experiences as they related to each other as potential romantic partners or 
current romantic partners.  
According to van Manen (1990), lived time (temporality) is a subjective time 
rather than objective time or clock time. Lived time looks at the perceptions of time as 
well as temporal dimension of past, present, and future in which a temporal way of being 
in the world for a young person concerning time may be oriented towards the future and 
for an elderly person may be experienced by recollecting the past. When inquiring about 
lived time, one is asking the question about a person’s life history and where they feel 
they are going in life. van Manen also emphasized that lived time evokes the sense that 
“whatever I have encountered in my past now sticks to me as memories or as (near) 
forgotten experiences that somehow leaves their traces on my being” (p. 104). He added 
that the traces that past experiences leave on one’s being can be “the way I carry myself 
(hopeful or confident, defeated or worn-out), the gestures I have adopted and made my 
own (from my mother, father, teacher, friend, society), the words I speak and the 
language that ties me to my past (family, school, ethnicity, culture, history)” (p. 104).  
Essentially, lived time emphasizes the notion that the way one speaks or the way 
one carries him or herself is influenced by one’s experiences and history (van Manen, 
1990). Hence, in this study, the researcher analyzed traces of past memories and 
experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and women to explore the ways in 
which past encounters reflected on the way that they carry themselves within their 
coupling contexts and understand their coupling experiences. In addition, exploration of 
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gestures from family, friends, and society that never married Black men and women have 
adopted and made their own, as well as words and languages that tie them to their past, 
aided interpreting participants’ coupling experiences.  
Lived human relation or other (relationality) allows for critical analysis of the 
lived relation that humans maintain with others in the interpersonal space that they share 
(van Manen, 1990). van Manen (1990) explained that when people meet another human 
being, they receive an impression of the person in the way that one physically presents to 
them. What van Manen meant by this statement was “even if we learn about another 
person only indirectly (by letter, telephone, or book) we often already have formed a 
physical impression of the person which later may get confirmed, or negated when we 
find out, to our surprise, that person looks very different from the way we expected” 
(p.105). He added that as one meets and gets to know the other person, one is able to 
develop a conversational relation that allows for a space and time to experience the 
person and gain a sense of the meaning and purpose of their humanity in relationships 
and life.  
van Manen (1990) regarded this highly personal and interpersonal relation 
significant in the sense that it allows for both individuals to transcend themselves by 
gaining understanding of the complexity and purpose of their individual roles and 
experiences in the relationship as well as together in their lived relation to each other. He 
gave the example of when a child experiences a fundamental sense of support and 
security in relation to a parent, this may ultimately allow the child to become a mature 
and independent person. Thus, in this lived relation of parent-child, the child may 
experience the parent-adult’s confidence and trust, which can contribute to the child’s 
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confident and meaningful view of self, as well as his or her purpose in life. Hence, 
analysis of participants’ lived experiences of coupling explored the lived relations 
between never married Black women and men, and the meaning and purpose that their 
lived relations and experiences generated about their relationality to each other as 
potential or current romantic partners.   
Thus, lived space, lived body, lived time, and lived other as existential themes 
were used to describe and interpret the ways in which never married heterosexual Black 
men and women between the age of 25 and 35 described and interpreted their experiences 
in attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships. These themes also 
contributed to an understanding of participants’ attitudes about the influence of socio-
historical, socio-structural and socio-structural factors on Black men and women 
coupling experiences and desire for secure intimate romantic relationships or marriage. 
Data Analysis   
Phase I: Before data collection and analysis, I engaged in rigorous reflexive 
(cultural) bracketing of my own assumptions and experience with the phenomenon being 
investigated. This attempt to set aside my assumptions and personal experience with 
phenomenon enabled me to some extent to direct my focus on experiences of the study 
participants.  It is important to note that complete bracketing of researcher’s biases and 
experience with a phenomenon being studies is impossible (Gearing, 2004; Creswell, 
2007). 
  After each interview was completed, verbatim transcripts of each participant’s 
interview were transcribed by a paid transcription service company, Fingers4hire 
Transcription Service. Researcher downloaded transcriptions as well as the audio 
recording of the interview into MAXQDA (2010) data analysis program.  Researcher 
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then read each transcript, while listening to the interviews to ensure accuracy in the 
transcriber’s work as well as to fill in unidentified information as indicated by the 
transcriber. Transcripts are considered “descriptive text” and in the process of reading the 
transcripts, the researcher paid careful attention to both the interview and transcripts in 
order to accurately capture what was said and how it was said for all 26 interviews (Daly, 
2007).  Additionally, researcher also ensured to check the “descriptive text” against the 
details of the field notes gathered during and after each interview. The field notes were 
also downloaded into MAXQDA program.  
After reading all the transcripts for accuracy, the researcher then engaged in a 
phenomenological reduction strategy by reading the entire transcripts of interviews twice 
with a focus on the phenomenon being studied in order to get a “sense of the whole” 
transcript (Giorgi, 1985, p.10). This process of phenomenological reduction can also be 
understood as hermeneutic circle (Patton, 2002; van Manen, 1990). Patton highlighted 
that hermeneutic circle focus on understanding how parts of a transcript relate to the 
whole transcript, and vice versa, thus offering a process for formally engaging in 
interpretation (Patton, 2002; van Manen, 1990). This process emphasizes the importance 
of context and the dynamics of whole-part interrelations of a holistic perspective of 
participants’ description and interpretation of his or her experiences (Patton, 2002). 
Within the process of phenomenological reduction, the first read was focused on gaining 
understanding of each participant’s conversations and stories (Dahl & Boss, 2005). The 
second stage of reading consisted of labeling the conversations of each participants under 
each category that was examined in this study (1. the experiences of never married 
heterosexual Black men and women in cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
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relationship; 2. attitudes about the influence of socio-historical, socio-structural and 
socio-structural factors on the intimate romantic relationship experiences of never 
married heterosexual Black men and women; and 3. the desirability for secure intimate 
romantic relationships or marriage among never married Black men and women), while 
also simultaneously underlining sentences and expressions that appeared to be revealing 
about the phenomenon being studies. This process also entailed the researcher memoing 
about how and why these sentences and expressions are related to the phenomenon.      
Phase II: After reading the texts of all 26 interviews twice  for content, I  
engaged in more reading, reflection and writing for significant statements that constitute 
the participants’ lived experiences of the phenomenon the second time. I treated each 
significant statement as having equal values (Creswell, 2007).  The features within the 
MAXQDA software, allowed for continuous reflections, journaling and memoing during 
this process of the data analysis.   
 After reading the transcript and gained the sense of the whole, I  then engaged in 
more careful rereading of the descriptions of each  significant statement that I previously 
identified in order to “operationally” form a “meaning unit” that  reveals the essences of 
the phenomenon being researched according to the participants’ verbatim descriptions 
(Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003, p. 33). Whenever, I experienced a transition in the meaning 
being formed through phenomenological reduction, I made a note or wrote memos of 
such transition. After carefully reading each significant statement gathered from 
participants’ transcripts, meaning units were created. Highlighting approach was used to 
identify statements that were revealing or significant about the phenomenon being 
studied and particular to each of the three categories. The approach of highlighting also 
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enabled the researcher to identify phrases and statements that seemed thematic and stood 
out about participants’ descriptions of the phenomenon. According to Moustakas (1994) 
the process of highlighting the significant statements and treating each statement with 
equal value is called horizonalization. After highlighting all the significant statements 
from each category, the highlighted texts became the meaning unit. Forming meaning 
units from the highlighted statements allowed for the development of themes. Researcher 
made sure that themes developed were similar to the meaning units and accurately 
captured the participants’ descriptions of their experiences with the phenomenon (van 
Manen, 1990; Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003).  
Forming a meaning unit also allowed for a thematic analysis. van Manen (1990) 
posited that phenomenological themes can be understood as the “structures of 
experience” (p. 79). Therefore, analyzing a phenomenon required the researcher to ask 
questions about the experiential structures that constituted the experience under 
investigation.  In determining the themes embodied participants’ lived experiences, I 
asked what is the “meaning or point” of this meaning unit or text. van Manen (1990) also 
described “theme” as “an element (motif, formula or device) [that] occurs frequently in 
the text” (p. 78). He therefore emphasized that “theme analysis” is the process of 
“recovering the theme or themes that are embodied and dramatized in the evolving 
meaning” of participants’ lived experiences of the phenomenon (p. 78).    
Analysis of the structure of experience required reviewing the identified meaning 
units across participants’ descriptive texts in order to underline consistent essential 
elements (themes) in all the texts (Daly, 2007). Through creating typologies and 
highlighting meaning units or structures based on recognition of common amplified 
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essential elements (themes) from all the texts, I then identified the underlying meaning of 
the phenomenon being explored (Daly, 2007). Understanding the meaning of the 
phenomenon being studied was reached by comparing and contrasting the typologies and 
highlighted meaning units of participants’ lived experiences of the phenomenon that 
articulated the structure of the experience into a theme (Dahl & Boss, 2005; Daly, 2007). 
This process is called “clusters of meaning” from significant statements into themes 
(Creswell, 2007, p. 61). Therefore, themes were created if they incorporated the main 
idea of the phenomenon described by the participants. They were also created based on 
the similarities of meaning units or descriptive accounts. Moustakas’ three point thematic 
validation scale was also employed. This scale allowed for a meaning unit to be kept for a 
theme (a) if it is exactly reported by a participant; (b) if the meaning unit is not expressed 
verbatim but it is similar to the lived experience description; and (c) if the theme is not 
literally mentioned and what is said is not similar to the theme then it is rejected. 
Furthermore, researcher engaged in asking and reflecting on questions such as “What is 
going on here?” “What is this an example of?” “What is the essence of the notion of the 
phenomenon under study and how can I capture this essence by way of thematic reflection on 
the notion?” “Is this phenomenon still the same if we imaginatively change or delete this 
theme from the phenomenon?” “Does the phenomenon without this theme lose its 
fundamental meaning?” to further generate and validate the themes that emerged from the 
data (van Manen, 1990, pp. 86 & 107). 
Transforming the meaning units into themes also required describing “what” the 
participants experienced with the phenomenon; this is called textual description 
(Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994).  After carefully forming meaning units that are 
intrinsically related to the description and perspective of the lifeworld of participants as 
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related to the phenomenon, I then moved into an active sense of transformation, which is 
the third step of analysis.  
Phase III: According to Giorgi & Giorgi (2003), transformation allows for 
restructuring of meaning units to a certain degree of generalization of themes, and 
making implicit meaning units into explicit descriptive themes that clearly describes 
participant’s interpretation and experience of the phenomenon. A part of this process of 
transformation involves construction of categorical textural and thematic structural 
descriptions in which I asked “what is the nature of the phenomenon? What are its 
qualities? What appears at different times and under varying conditions?” (Moustakas, 
1994, p. 78).  In developing descriptions of the phenomenon, the significant statements 
and themes were used to write description of “what” the participants experienced about 
the phenomenon (textural description). In the textural description, nothing is omitted 
from the participants’ experiences. Verbatim examples or texts of the participants were 
included in the analysis. Every aspect or dimension of the phenomenon experienced by 
the participants were included and granted equal attention (Moustakas, 1994). This 
process of textural description concluded the steps of Phenomenological Reduction for 
this data analysis (Moustakas, 1994). 
The textural descriptions were then used to write a reflexive description of “how” 
participants experienced the phenomenon or “how” the experience happened (structural 
description). This next step is the Imaginative Variation, in which the researcher sought 
“possible meanings through the utilization of imagination, varying the frames of 
reference, employing polarities and reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from 
divergent perspective, different positions, roles or functions” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 98). 
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This step of Imaginative Variation allowed me to arrive at structural descriptions of 
“how” the phenomenon was experienced by drawing on the extensive description of the 
textures of “what” was experienced. Engagement in the process of Imaginative Variation 
also enabled me to write the structural descriptions within the context or setting that 
influenced how the participant experienced the phenomenon. Particularly, in writing the 
structural descriptions, I focused on “the conditions that precipitate[d] the textural 
qualities, the feelings, sense of experiences and thoughts” ( Moustakas, 1994, p. 78). 
More specifically, I focused on the structures that underlay the textures which according 
to Moustakas “are intimately bound” with the feelings, sense of experiences and 
thoughts. Essentially I used the four steps of Imaginative Variation that Moustakas 
identified in addition to van Manen’s four essential life worlds to write the structural 
descriptions. The four steps of Imaginative Variation were (a) systematic varying of the 
possible structural meanings that underlie the textural meanings; (b) recognizing the 
underlying themes or contexts that account for the emergence of the phenomenon; (c) 
considering the universal structures that precipitate feelings and thoughts with reference 
to the phenomenon such as the structure of time, space, bodily concerns, materiality, 
causality, relation to self, or relations to others; and (d) searching for exemplifications 
that vividly illustrate the invariant structural themes and facilitate the development of a 
structural description of the phenomenon (p. 99). These steps of Imaginative Variation 
also helped in the discovery of the essence of the phenomenon. 
Moustakas emphasized that connection between structures and textures by 
indicating that “structures underlie textures.” And pointed out the inherent relationship of 
structures within textures by identifying Keen’s (1975) statement that “it is not possible 
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to describe texture without implicit notions of structure” (p. 58). In other words, the 
relationship between texture and structure description is continual. This relationship 
allowed for a deeper understanding of the essences of the phenomenon and participants’ 
experiences of it. This interlocking of the textural and structural descriptions created 
awareness, recognition and understanding of the visible and the invisible. 
Consequentially such continual interlocking relationship allowed for redundancies in 
language in both the textural and structural descriptions (Moustakas, 1994).  
Phase IV: In the final step of analysis, I integrated the fundamental textural and 
structural descriptions into a united description to capture the essences of participant’s 
experiences of the phenomenon as a whole (Daly, 2007; Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003; 
Moustakas, 1994). According to Moustakas, essence means “that which is common” (p. 
100). This final step of describing the essence of the phenomenon focused on common 
experiences of the participants with the phenomenon. The phenomenon investigated 
would not be what it is without the essence discovered in this study. This essence 
constituted the common experiences of participants with the phenomenon.  
As indicated earlier, I engaged heavily in writing memos and reflexive journaling 
throughout the study, most especially during the process of data collection and analysis. 
This was to ensure conscious awareness of my affective responses to the interviews and 
analysis process, bracketing my assumptions or biases, and other outside information that 
might prevent credibility or trustworthiness of findings.  
Trustworthiness  
 Unlike quantitative study that emphasizes validation of findings by focusing on 
validity and reliability, in qualitative study the evaluation of study findings is assessed 
through the process of trustworthiness (Creswell, 2007). According to Lincoln and Guba 
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(1985), trustworthiness comprises of credibility, transferability, dependability and 
confirmability. Bradley (1993) explicated that credibility refers to the adequate 
representation of the constructions of the social world being researched, while 
transferability indicates the extent to which researcher’s working hypothesis can be 
applied to another context. Bradley also explained that dependability shows the 
coherence of researcher’s internal process and the ways in which he/she accounts for 
changing condition in the phenomenon. While confirmability refers to the extent to which 
the characteristics of the data as indicated by the researcher can be confirmed by others 
who read or review the research findings (Bradley, 1993). Hence, these –bilities, were 
employed in evaluating for the trustworthiness of this qualitative research process and 
findings. According to Patton (2002) and Daly (2007), trustworthiness of data can be 
achieved through processes such as triangulation, member checking, checking 
interpretations against transcripts, consultations with advisor and research committee, 
writing memos and reflexive journaling.  All these processes by which trustworthiness of 
data can be achieved were followed in this study.  
 Member checking as noted above refers to the process in which final specific 
descriptions, interpretations and themes are taken back to the participants, in order to 
confirm accuracy of descriptions, interpretations and themes (Creswell, 2009). As 
Creswell indicated, member checking does not have to include all the study participants. 
Therefore, after each interview was transcribed, concrete “meaning unit” and descriptive 
themes were made explicit, researcher shared these concrete “meaning units” and brief 
descriptive themes with seven of the participants who volunteered for a follow-up 
interview. All seven participants confirmed that their narratives were accurately 
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represented in descriptions, interpretations and themes. Additionally they indicated that 
they did not have further information to add to what they said in the initial interview.  
Triangulation is an important approach to deepen the credibility of findings from 
a qualitative study (Daly, 2007; Patton, 2002). Daly (2007) noted that the premise of 
triangulation is to thicken or deepen our understanding of a phenomenon through the 
usage of multiple perspectives and procedures. According to him, there are various forms 
of triangulation technique that ensure the sustainability of study findings. In this study, 
data triangulation, investigator triangulation and theoretical triangulation were used to 
strengthen credibility of findings. 
 Data triangulation in this study involved incorporating accounts of participants’ 
experiences with the phenomenon being studied at different stages (Daly, 2007; Patton, 
2002). Interviewing never- married Black females and males between the ages of 25 and 
35 , who were single or coupled, regarding their experiences in attempts to cultivate and 
maintain intimate romantic relationships,  allowed for comparing (data triangulation) the 
perspectives of participants from different points of view (i.e., single, coupled, female, 
male, ages 25 and 35). Thus, triangulating the perspectives of participants who were 
single or coupled, male or female, between the ages of 25 and 35 on the phenomenon was 
effective in evaluating the credibility of findings.  
The second form of triangulation was the investigator triangulation, which 
involved using multiple as opposed to singular investigator or analysts, who bring 
different perspectives, raise different questions or offer different interpretations on the 
findings of the phenomenon (Daly, 2002; Patton, 2002). In this study, investigator 
triangulation was employed by having seven participants’ review the findings in a follow-
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up interview. Also, checking interpretations against the transcripts by linking direct 
quotes from participants’ narratives to exemplify, highlight and emphasize interpretations 
was also used as a form of investigator triangulation. Furthermore, frequent consultations 
with my committee chairperson, members of my dissertation group and other critical 
colleagues throughout the study, particularly during the process of analysis was employed 
as another mode of investigator triangulation. Triangulating the data with members of my 
dissertation group and critical colleagues helped to ensure recognition of any biases that I 
or my chairperson may be unaware of.  
 The third form of triangulation utilized in this study was theoretical triangulation. 
Theoretical triangulation entailed using different theoretical perspectives to understand 
the ways in which differing assumptions influenced findings and interpretations of the 
phenomenon being studied (Patton, 2002). Thus, the findings in this study were 
triangulated with and examined from the various theoretical perspectives in the literature 
regarding Black male-female intimate romantic relationships as well as the theoretical 
frameworks of Africana Womanism and Symbolic Interactionism that guided this study.     
Throughout the process as alluded to earlier, I kept additional journal and used the 
memo function in MAXQDA to write down my biases to ensure that they did not taint 
the research. In addition, these notes enabled me as a researcher to keep track of my 
thought processes, documenting decisions and strategies throughout the research process.  
Self of the Researcher 
From a hermeneutic phenomenological, theoretical and methodological 
standpoint, the interpretations of the phenomenon from the points of view of both 
participants and the researcher are crucial. This methodological framework is congruent 
with the assumption in qualitative inquiry, which specifies that the researcher is an 
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instrument in qualitative research design (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2009). Creswell (2009) 
indicated that qualitative research is fundamentally interpretative. He explicated that the 
researcher makes an interpretation of the data. This includes developing the description 
of an individual, setting or experience, analyzing data for themes or categories and 
making interpretation about the meaning from the data from a personal, social, cultural or 
theoretical lens. The critical interrogation of self as a researcher is salient in qualitative 
methods, because the researcher explores and makes interpretive meanings regarding 
participant’s descriptions and interpretation of his/her lived experiences of the 
phenomenon (Dahl & Boss, 2005; van Manen, 1990). The notion of reflexivity allows for 
self-awareness, political/cultural consciousness and ownerships of one’s perspective as 
researcher throughout the research process. Relevant to phenomenology, the importance 
of reflexivity can be accomplished through the method of reduction, epoche or 
bracketing. These methods are critical in phenomenological qualitative inquiry, because 
the researcher needs to be able “to look beyond constructions, preconceptions, and 
assumptions [in order to know, see and understand] the essences (meanings) of the 
experience being investigated” (Gearing, 2004, p. 1430). 
According to Gearing (2004), phenomenological reduction, epoche and 
bracketing are used interchangeably in research, even though there are some underlying 
philosophical differences among the terms. In this study, phenomenological bracketing 
was used. Gearing (2004) described bracketing (as used in mathematic equations) as the 
researcher’s suspension of certain components of his or her presuppositions, biases, 
assumptions, theories or previous experiences, thus placing them “outside the brackets.” 
Gearing indicated that such a bracketing process “facilitate a focusing on the 
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phenomenon within the brackets,” in order for the researcher to see and describe the 
phenomenon (p.1430). Reflexive (cultural) bracketing, one of the six types of bracketing 
in qualitative research was used in this study. Reflexive (cultural) bracketing allowed the 
researcher to identify personal suppositions before investigation, in order to minimize 
impact on phenomenon (Gearing, 2004). Through reflexive (cultural) bracketing, 
researcher made transparent personal values, background and cultural suppositions. 
Finlay (2002) asserted that reflexive (cultural) bracketing demands the researcher to 
develop a “thoughtful, conscious self-awareness” (p. 532) of his or her internal 
suppositions, in order to reduce the influence of his or her lived experience on the 
phenomenon under investigation. Gearing explained that even though it is impossible to 
completely bracket out one’s assumptions or internal suppositions, the uses of reflexive 
(cultural) bracketing allows for a greater transparency in research process. Additionally, 
Gearing emphasized that in reflexive (cultural) bracketing, external suppositions, which 
are the context, culture and environment in which the phenomenon is embedded, are not 
bracketed. He explained that bracketing out the external supposition is impossible 
because one cannot remove the context, culture, history and environment from the 
phenomenon. Rather, he stressed that inclusion of larger world suppositions (i.e., culture, 
history, and context, etc.) is essential for the researcher’s understanding of the 
phenomenon being investigated.  
The process of reflexive (cultural) bracketing is consistent with hermeneutic 
phenomenological theoretical frameworks because it emphasizes that phenomena occur 
within everyday socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-political worlds that the 
participants and researcher are embedded in (van Manen, 1990; Dahl & Boss, 2005). In 
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essence, as researchers, we are not separate from the phenomena that we study. The 
process of reflexive (cultural) bracketing is also congruent with the standpoint of 
Africana Womanism which posited the importance of location and self of the researcher 
in qualitative research study, in order to acknowledge the researcher’s interest in the topic 
under exploration and his or her relationship with and approach to the topic (Few, 2007). 
Reflexive (cultural) bracketing was applied during the preparation, data collection 
and data analysis stages of this qualitative research—essentially it was applied 
throughout the research process (Gearing, 2004).  The final phase of reflexive (cultural) 
bracketing consists of reintegration. In this phase, I unbracketed my internal suppositions 
in the analysis stage of the research in order to ensure personal suppositions did not 
overly affect the data.  
Reflexive (cultural) bracketing was achieved through writing reflexive memos 
and/or journaling, while the reintegration phase of this bracketing was accomplished 
through member checking (Richards & Morse, 2007). Through writing and rewriting 
reflexive memos or journaling, and consulting with my advisor, based on Patton’s (2002) 
suggestion, I critically questioned, reflected and monitored the ways in which my 
contextual background, values, assumptions, political or cultural praxis as well as 
experience of the phenomenon, might obscure my understanding of participants’ 
descriptive experiences. The process of reflexivity allowed me to explore and be self-
reflexive of questions such as “what do I know?”, “how do I know what I know?”, “what 
shapes and has shaped my perspective?”, “with what voice do I share my perspective?” 
and “what do I do with what I have found?” regarding the phenomenon being 
investigated (Patton, 2002, p. 66). Such critical self-reflexivity enabled me to be 
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conscious of my internal suppositions as well as awareness of participants’ voices in 
order to encounter the phenomenon “freshly and describe it precisely as it [was] 
perceived” (Giorgi, 1997, p. 237). In adhering to the importance of location and 
transparency of self as a researcher in qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological research 
methodology and procedure, I answered some of the reflexive questions listed above.   
My dissertation topic is focused on exploring and understanding how never-
married heterosexual Black men and women between the ages of 25 and 35 describe and 
interpret their experiences in attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic 
relationships. As previously established, I decided to conduct a qualitative research on 
this topic because of my own life experience with coupling and engaging in romantic 
relationships with Black men. Additionally, my awareness of the experiences of other 
Black men and women through personal interactions and conversations, media  
influences, and exposure to non-academic as well as academic writings have informed 
my interest in Black male-female intimate romantic relationships.  
As a young Black woman who moved to the United States at the age of 13 from 
Nigeria, one of the main messages regarding Black male-female relationships that I 
received from my African communities, African-American communities and the larger 
United States society is that Black men and women have difficulties in establishing and 
maintaining long-term stable romantic relationships with one another. I have heard and 
witnessed many in the Black communities (Africans, African-Americans, Caribbean-
Americans, etc.) make references to the fact that the relationships between Black men 
and women are tenuous because of the high rates of divorce, low rates of marital 
partnership and limited models of stable romantic relationships between Black men and 
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women. I have sat in many conversations—whether they were in my undergraduate 
African American study classes, talks with Black friends (both females and males, 
African-born Americans, African-American-born, Caribbean-born Americans) or public 
fora— during which the coupling process and romantic relationships within Black males 
and females have been debated. Most of the issues that have often been expressed focus 
on the pain, frustration and struggle that Black men and women face in their attempts to 
be involved and maintain stable romantic relationships with each other. During these 
conversations, many have expressed that lack of respect and trust between Black men and 
women were some of the reasons for the difficulties in heterosexual Black male-female 
romantic relationships. Additionally, some of my readings from mainstream popular 
writings such as Hill Harper’s (2009) The Conversation: The Relationship between Black 
Men and Woman; bell hooks’ (2001) Salvation: Black People and Love and Zora Neale 
Hurston’s (2000) Their Eyes Were Watching God, have informed me of some of the 
struggles within heterosexual Black male-female romantic relationships. I was also aware 
of the tensions within Black male-female relationships from movies such as Love Jones, 
The Brothers, Baby Boy, 30 Years to Life, and Best Man, which vividly depict some of 
the socio-structural, socio-cultural and personal factors that appear to influence the 
tensions within heterosexual Black male-female romantic relationships.  
A Reflexive Stance: The Author’s Voice 
My own personal coupling experiences, clinical work experiences with 
heterosexual Black couples and individuals, awareness of the experiences of others, 
exposure to writings (non-academic and academic) and movies on heterosexual Black 
male-female romantic relationships have allowed me to develop some conceptual 
frameworks or assumptions concerning the coupling process and romantic relationship of 
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Black men and women. I am a 33 years old educated, middle-class Black Nigerian-
American heterosexual, never-married single woman who desires to establish and 
maintain a healthy romantic relationship with a Black man, whom I hope to build a stable 
marital union with. However, my difficulties to establish and maintain stable long-term 
romantic relationship with Black men over the years have made me question, and have 
concern about, my prospect of being involved in a stable romantic relationship with a 
Black man and possible marriage. Raised in a family that consisted of both my mother 
and father, who have been happily married and committed to each other for 43 years, my 
hope has always been to someday cultivate and nurture such intimate romantic 
relationship.  My experiences with dating and in attempting to establish stable romantic 
relationships with Black men have compelled me to derive some biases and assumptions 
regarding Black male-female romantic relationships. One of my biases is that most Black 
men and women evaluate potential romantic partners with White dominant culture’s 
standards of beauty and heterosexual romantic relationships. In my experience, I found 
that physical appearance, such as skin color, hair texture and body size, are issues that 
appear to influence Black men’s and women’s efforts to couple successfully with one 
another. Another bias that generated through my coupling experiences is that sexism such 
as the belief in the stereotypic notions that Black women are too aggressive, vocal or 
independent or that Black men are only concerned about sex, they are unfaithful or 
untrustworthy seems to impact Black male-female romantic relationships.  
One of the conceptual frameworks that has influenced my knowledge of the topic 
of this dissertation is that there are many single, heterosexual never-married Black men 
and women who desire to be married or be involved in committed healthy and stable 
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relationships. However, many are having difficulties nurturing these desires into realities. 
Through my experiential knowledge, I also believe that regardless of educational or 
social economic status, whether a person was raised in a two-parent (heterosexual) or 
single-parent household or ethnicity within the Black race, many Black men and women 
appear to face difficulties in cultivating and/or maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships. I assume that the difficulties that Black men and women face in their 
efforts to establish and maintain heterosexual intimate romantic relationships are 
influenced by socio-historical factor of residual effects of colonization and slavery; socio-
structural factor of sex-ratio; educational and economic imbalance between Black men 
and women; institutional factors such as racism and sexism; and socio-cultural factors 
such as gender socialization and internalized stereotypes. My belief is that these factors 
influence Black men’s and women’s attitudes, values, beliefs and behaviors toward 
intimate romantic relationship with each other. Some of the attitudes, beliefs and 
behaviors that I presume and believe impede cultivation and maintenance of intimate 
Black male-female relationships are lack of trust and respect; negative perceptions that 
Black men and women have of themselves and towards each other; and embracement of 
White dominate standards of beauty and partnering. I believe that many of these attitudes, 
beliefs and behaviors generate conflicts within the Black male-female relationships, thus 
alienating Black men and women from each other and creating difficulties in their 
abilities to be romantically involved with one another in healthy, committed 
relationships.  Many of my conceptual frameworks on this topic are assumptions that are 
influenced by my experiential knowledge, the experiences of others and theories about 
Black male-female intimate romantic relationships, generated from my exposure to non-
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academic and academic writings. As a result of my own personal experiences with the 
study topic and my biases regarding it, I was heavily involved in reflexive (cultural) 
bracketing by keeping a journal and memos that details my experiences, emotions, 
insights, assumptions and questions throughout the research process. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS 
Overview of the Chapter 
This chapter contains findings from present study on the experiences of never 
married heterosexual Black males and females between the ages of 25 and 35 in their 
attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships. It provides a 
quantitative analysis of a demographic survey (Appendix C) that contains 36 questions, 
followed by qualitative data analysis of 24 open-ended questions from the interview 
guide (Appendix D) with the 26 participants of this study. The findings of the study 
highlight general themes from three main categories that guided it: 1. Experiences of 
cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationships; 2. Attitudes about the 
influence of socio-cultural, socio-historical, and socio-structural factors on coupling 
experiences; and 3. Desirability for secure intimate romantic relationships or marriage. 
The chapter provides textural and structural descriptions that aided in describing and 
interpreting themes within each category. In addition, syntheses of each appear at the end 
of the three categories. Finally, this chapter describes and interprets the essence of the 
lived experiences of never married heterosexual Black male and female intimate romantic 
relationships based on themes generated from participant interviews.  
Descriptive Statistical Analysis of Demographic Survey 
The researcher gathered demographic information as well as additional findings 
regarding participants’ past relationships and views about marriage with demographic 
survey (Appendix C). Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Software 
version 20.0 was used to analyze participants’ responses. Descriptive quantitative 
analyses conducted on the survey data were mainly reported as means and correlations. 
To protect each participant’s confidentiality, participants identified a pseudonym prior to 
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the interview and the researcher excluded all identifiable information from all data 
collection materials.  
Demographic Characteristic of Participants 
Twenty-six (N=26) never-married heterosexual Black men and women 
participated in this study (Table 1). Their age ranged from 25 to 35, with the mean age of 
28.73 years and standard deviation of 2.66. Thirteen of the participants were female 
(50%) and the other 13 were male (50%). Participants’ highest education achieved at the 
time of the study varied: 26.9% held a Master’s degree (7); 57.7% held a Bachelor’s 
degree (15); 11.5% completed high school and some technical school (3), and 3.8% had 
middle school or less (1).  
The annual income of participants ranged from $0.00 to $120,000.00, with a mean 
of $40,817.60 and a standard deviation of $28,397.26. Employment status of participants 
ranged from 65.5% identified as full-time employed (17); 23.1% as student (6); 3.8% as 
part-time employed (1); 3.8% as unemployed (1), and 3.8% as disabled (1). Half of the 
participants rated their overall health satisfaction as “very satisfied” (13), while 11 
reported “somewhat satisfied” and two indicated a “mixed” level of overall health 
satisfaction.  
Parental Status, Religiosity level and Household of Upbringing (origin) 
When asked if they had any children, 92.3% of participants reported that they did 
not (24) and 7.7% of participants (2) had one and two children, between the ages of 2 and 
16 years old.  
Sixty-two percent of the study participants indicated that they were religiously 
affiliated (16) while 38% reported that they were not (10). Most of those who were 
religiously affiliated identified as Christian, 14 in total, while the other two participants 
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identified as Baptist and Pentecostal. Regarding their level of religiosity, 19.2% of 
participants identified as “Not at all religious” (5), 26.9% as “A little bit religious” (7), 
19.2% as “Somewhat religious” (5), 15.5% as “Quite a bit religious” (4), and 19.2% as 
“very religious” (5).  
Regarding household status participants grew up in, 46.2% reported to have been 
raised in a single-parent household (12) while 53.8% were raised in a two-parent 
household (14).  
Race, Ethnicity and Nationality 
 Although all 26 participants self-identified as Black or African American during 
the interview portion of this study, in the demographic survey, 80.8% of participants 
reported their racial background as Black or African American (21) and 19.2% indicated 
a biracial and multiracial backgrounds (5).  
 There were diverse ethnic backgrounds and ancestries for almost all 26 
participants. The country of origin indicated by participants also varied: 84.8% reported 
the United States of America (22); 3.8% reported both Nigeria and the United States (1); 
3.8% Haiti (1); 3.8% Jamaica (1), and 3.8% Nigeria (1). Four of the participants who 
reported countries other than the United States as country of origin specified that they 
were either born in the United States or moved to the United States before the age of 14.  
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Jane F 27 Single NM 7 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
PT $37,000 
Rocky M 25 Coupled
*
 NM 3 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
FT $68,000 
Great 
Guy 
M 30 Coupled NM 4 
Master’s 
Degree 
FT $70,000 
Krotoso M 25 Single NM 2 
Middle 
School 
D $17,430 
Zaria F 31 Single NM 2 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
FT $50,000 
Layla F 30 Single NM 2 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
FT $45,000 
Star F 25 Coupled
*
 NM 3 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
S $0 
Angie F 25 Single NM 1 
Master’s 
Degree 
S $19,000 
KB M 29 Coupled NM 6 
Master’s 
Degree 
S $24,000 
Isabelle F 26 Single NM 3 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
S $12,000 
Big 
Daddy 
M 30 Coupled
*
 NM 4 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
FT $45,000 
DL M 25 Coupled NM 4 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
FT $30,000 
Tracy F 29 Single NM 5 
Master’s 
Degree 
S $20,000 
Firefly F 28 Single NM 3 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
FT $15,000 
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JusMe F 33 Coupled
*
 NM 4 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
U $0 
James M 28 Coupled
*
 NM 3 
Master’s 
Degree 
FT $65,000 
ELZ M 32 Coupled NM 4 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
FT $30,000 
Truth 
Seeker 
M 29 Single NM 2 
Bachelor's 
Degree 
FT $55,000 
David 
Brown 
M 35 Single NM 2 High School FT undisclosed 
Lauren F 29 Coupled
*
 NM 5 
Master’s 
Degree 
FT $55,000 
Jesus M 26 Single NM 24 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
FT $30,000 
Brain M 29 Coupled NM 2 
Master’s 
Degree 
FT $120,000 
Donovan M 30 Coupled
*
 NM 5 High School FT $80,000 
Sara F 31 Single NM 3 
Master’s 
Degree 
S $10,000 
Roxanne F 30 Coupled
*
 NM 4 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
FT $69,000 
Ms. Diva F 30 Single NM 3 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 
FT $54,000 
* Current romantic partner at the time of study also participated in this study 
** NM = Never-married 
*** FT = Full-time; PT = Part-time; D = Disabled; U = Unemployed; S = Student 
 
 
Characteristic of Relationship Status 
All 26 participants indicated that they have never been married. At the time of the 
study, 13 participants stated that they were currently single while 13 were currently 
involved in an intimate romantic relationship. Length of single status ranged from 2 
months to 72 months, with 2 to 13 months identified as the most frequent length of time 
being single. Length of romantic involvement ranged from 3 weeks to 120 months. The 
most frequently cited duration for intimate romantic relationships were 9 and 18 months.  
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Of the 13 participants who were involved in an intimate romantic relationship, eight 
individuals who were coupled participated in the study. In other words, four dyadic 
romantic relationships were involved in the study and each person within the dyadic was 
interviewed individually. Additionally, six of the 13 participants were “living with a 
partner” at the time of the study.  
Past and Current Intimate Romantic Experiences and Relationships 
The researcher gained an understanding of participants’ levels of satisfaction with 
past experiences in their intimate romantic relationships, as follows: 34.6% indicated a 
“mixed” level of satisfaction (9); 23.1% a “very satisfied” level (6); 23.1% “somewhat 
satisfied” (6); 7.7% “somewhat dissatisfied” (2) and 11.5% “very dissatisfied” (3). A 
cross tabulation analysis of participants’ level of satisfaction with past intimate romantic 
experiences and gender showed that most male participants were “very satisfied” (6) or 
“somewhat satisfied” (5) with past intimate romantic experiences. More than half of 
female participants reported “mixed” level of satisfaction with past intimate romantic 
experiences (8).  
Participants’ level of satisfaction with their last intimate romantic relationship 
yielded the following results: 11.5% participants identified that they were “very satisfied” 
with their last intimate romantic relationship (3); 23.2% were “somewhat satisfied” (6); 
19.2% were “mixed” (5); 19.2% were “somewhat dissatisfied” (5), and 26.9% were “very 
dissatisfied” (7). Participants who reported to be involved in a main intimate romantic 
relationship at the time of the study showed a significant level of satisfaction in their 
current relationship with a Pearson correlation coefficient of (p  = .93). 
All participants, except for one, indicated that they had been involved in an 
intimate romantic relationship with partners whose racial background was Black. Of the 
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13 participants who were currently involved in an intimate romantic relationship, 12 
described the race of their current partners as Black and the other participant’s racial 
background was biracial (Black and White).  
Desire for Main Romantic Relationship and Marriage  
Of the 13 participants who were single at the time of the study, nine reported that 
they desired to be involved in a main intimate romantic relationship. To capture 
participants’ desire for marriage, a question inquiring about how much participants 
desired to get married gathered the following results on a five-point Likert scale response 
ranging from “no desire” to “very strong desire.” Of the 26 participants, 26.9% indicated 
a “very strong desire” (7), 42.4% “quite a bit of desire” (11), 11.5% “moderate desire” 
(3), 15.4% “a little desire” (4), and 3.8% “no desire” (1). Cross tabulation analysis 
indicated that of the 13 male participants, four identified “a little desire” to get married, 
while another four indicated “quite a bit of desire” and three identified “very strong 
desire” to get married. Of the 13 female participants, seven identified “quite a bit of 
desire” and four indicated “very strong desire” to get married.  
The likelihood that a participant thought he or she would ever get married resulted 
in 52% indicating that it was “highly likely”(13), 36% “somewhat likely” (9), 4.0% 
“somewhat unlikely” (1) and 8.0% “highly unlikely” (2) with one missing data. A cross 
tabulation analysis showed that nine of the male participants indicated that it was “highly 
likely,” while eight of the female participants responded that it was “somewhat likely” 
that they would ever get married. The likelihood that participants would get married was 
negatively correlated with the desire to be married at a Pearson correlation coefficient of 
(p = -.522).  
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Attitudes about Marriage  
Participants were asked to rate the importance of marriage to them on a five-point 
Likert scale (ranging from “not at all important” to “very important”). Thirty-four percent 
of the participants indicated that marriage was “very important” (9); 23% “quite a bit 
important” (6); 19% “somewhat important” (5); 12% “a little bit important” (3) and 12% 
“not at all important” (3). Cross tabulation analysis of the importance of marriage and 
gender revealed that, of the nine participants who identified that marriage was “very 
important,” five were male participants and four were female. Of the five participants 
who believed that marriage was “somewhat important,” four were male and one was 
female. Six of those who believed that marriage was “quite a bit important” were female 
participants.  
The question about the relevance of marriage as an institution in today’s society 
yielded the responses, that follow, on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from “not very 
relevant” to “very relevant.” More than half of the participants reported that in general 
the institution of marriage today is relevant, with 52% rating it as “very relevant” (13) 
and 12% as “quite a bit relevant” (3). Of the remaining participants, 20% indicated that 
marriage is “somewhat relevant” (5), 12% as “a little bit relevant” (3) and 4% as “not at 
all relevant” (1) as an institution with one missing data. In a cross tabulation analysis, 
eight out of the 13 female participants identified that marriage as an institution today is 
“very relevant” and three identified it as “somewhat relevant.” Out of the 12 male 
participants, five indicated that marriage as an institution today is “very relevant” and two 
identified it as “somewhat relevant.”  
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Hermeneutic Phenomenological Data Analysis: Descriptions and Interpretations 
As already mentioned, the researcher gathered data via 90 minutes to 240 minutes 
semi-structured interviews in which all 26 study participants responded to the study’s 24 
open-ended interview questions guide (Appendix D). Data analysis was performed on 
three categories: 1) the experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and women 
in cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationships; 2) attitudes about the 
influence of socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural factors on the intimate 
romantic relationship experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and women; 
and 3) the desirability for secure intimate romantic relationships or marriage among never 
married Black men and women. Below, the findings for each category and general 
themes are described and interpreted using textural and structural descriptions. Finally, 
the overall interpretation and discussion of the “essence” of never married heterosexual 
Black men and women’s experiences in cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships conclude the chapter.  
General Themes of Category 1: Experiences of Cultivating and Maintaining 
Intimate Romantic Relationships 
1. “Starts Off Good…at the Beginning” 
2. Unspoken bond…“Shared Experiences of Trials and Tribulations” 
a.  “Having Each Other’s Backs” 
b. “Shared Experiences of Trials and Tribulations Wear on the Relationship”  
3. Maintaining Relationships is like Building a Sandcastle on the Beach 
“Starts Off Good…at the Beginning” 
Textural Descriptions: KB felt that his experiences of cultivating an intimate 
romantic relationship with Black women started “very good.” He described the initial 
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stage of   the relationship between Black men and women as “very good” in the sense 
that “the relationships are very passionate, very strong connections.” He further 
explained that over time the trajectory of the development of these relationships seemed 
to be influenced by issues that Black men and women face in society.  
KB: I think it kind of just goes back to what I said as far as at the start it 
was very good. I think the relationships are very passionate, very strong 
connections. But then over time, I think a lot of the issues that we face in 
society kind of wear on us.  
KB’s experiences of Black male-female intimate romantic relationships starting 
off “very good…very passionate…very strong connections” at the beginning also related 
to Isabelle’s descriptions of her own experiences in developing romantic relationships 
with Black men. Isabelle attested to these emotions of passion and strong connection she 
felt at the beginning of her relationships with some of the Black men she dated. She 
expressed that she liked that some of her relationships with Black men “started off 
good.” She wished that the experiences of passion and connection that she felt with the 
men, when they brought her flowers and were able to talk about random things, continued 
throughout the duration of their relationships.  
Isabelle: I mean some of them started off good. I think I liked that. I just 
wished it would have kept going that way…Some of the men would start 
out really nice. They’d pull out my chair. They’d bring me flowers or they 
would talk to me about random things or things that I was interested in, 
like debates or whatever. But then it just kind of died down.  
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Both KB and Isabelle inferred that in their experiences and perceptions of male-
female intimate romantic relationships that of Black men and women began with a sense 
of passion and strong connection at the initial development stages. However, “over 
time,” the feelings of passion and strong connection present at the beginning dissipate, or 
according to Isabelle “it just kind of died down.” 
In her experience of establishing a romantic relationship with her current 
boyfriend and with other Black men in the past, Lauren also described the beginning 
stages as “good.”  
Lauren: I mean it’s been good…being able to relate just because of the 
culture, so it’s always nice to have somebody that you can relate 
culturally to, because it’s like you can make a reference about something 
and they’ll get it. 
You could make a reference to, like, Rodney King or just different things 
like that and have a discussion about it. Even not have to have a 
discussion about it and you just kind of understand. I guess that has 
always been a good thing, to be able to laugh and joke about our culture. 
I was just watching this last night The Color Purple. I absolutely love that 
movie. It’s one of my favorite movies, my favorite book. There are so many 
Black men, they may not want to admit it, but they’ve seen The Color 
Purple. You can make a reference and they’ll know what you’re talking 
about. So that’s an example of those little cultural things. Overall, I guess 
that has made for a positive experience.  
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Lauren felt that being able to “relate” to Black men culturally in terms of having 
similar understanding and experiences of “those little cultural things” such as historical 
event, book, or movie “[have] made for a positive experience” in her efforts to develop 
intimate romantic relationships with Black men.  
Similar to KB, Lauren gave voice to her experiences of relatability with Black 
men on the basis of having shared understandings of experiences based on their racial 
cultural identity and background as Blacks. She provided an example of a racially-based 
historical event and literature in the United States such as the “Rodney King incident” 
and “The Color Purple,” as ways to highlight the evidence and importance of “very 
strong connection” that seemed to characterize the beginning stages of heterosexual 
Black male-female intimate romantic coupling experiences. 
James and Rocky also expressed their experiences of establishing relationships 
with Black women. James voiced that developing romantic relationships with Black 
women was a “cool” experience for him because of the cultural understanding he shared 
with them.  
James: It’s always been cool for me…Maybe it’s just my luck. Maybe it’s 
just me and my charm…I’ve had a whole host of different flavors. As far 
as relationships, it’s just been Black…Maybe because they were Black, as 
far as subconsciously, I don’t have an answer for you because I’ve had 
good relationships with others, but it just never was, ‘you’re my girl.’ You 
know what I mean? So it probably was that as far as subconsciously 
you’re not Black so – I won’t take it to that level, so cool. We can do our 
thing, but that’s what it is. 
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Interviewer: I’m going to push you a little bit more. Why do you think – 
maybe because those women were Black, you took it to the next level. And 
with these other women you didn’t take it really to the other level. What do 
you think that’s connected to? What meaning do you make of that? 
James: I mean maybe just associating with my culture period because I 
could tell you that I wouldn’t even see myself being married to a White 
woman…But as far as a relationship, I just know myself; I wouldn’t do 
that. And it kind of goes back to what was said as far as I understand it, 
and having a cultural thing. I think that is something that is important. 
Interviewer: And talk more about that understanding of having a cultural 
understanding. Why is that? 
James:…it might be a day that you’re going through something, and you 
really don’t feel like speaking about it, and they [non-Black women] can’t 
just have that; can’t relate to you without even having to say something, or 
even something as simple as you’re referencing a movie. You being from 
two different cultures, it’s like something they can’t get onto. You can’t 
joke, and build that bond, and have a relationship to build a friendship 
because what do you have in common? 
           James felt that “having a cultural thing…is something that is important.” This 
“cultural thing” allowed him to take his relationship to the “next level with [Black 
women].” He felt that having a commonality of being able to relate to Black women 
“without even having to say something, or even something as simple as you’re 
referencing a movie,” exemplified the importance of having a romantic mate who was 
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able to connect with his culture. These relational experiences of commonality based on 
racial culture, according to James, had “always” made for “cool” experiences in 
developing intimate romantic relationships with Black women.  
           Unlike James who admitted to having dated several Black women and women of 
other racial groups, Rocky explained that his current relationship was his first experience 
with a Black partner, his girlfriend, Star. Like James, Rocky felt that his effort and 
experience of developing his “first, real, real serious relationship with a Black 
female…fe[lt] good.” 
Rocky: It’s beautiful more so because of who she is; not because of her 
skin color. It feels good; it’s my first serious relationship. I don’t have 
many to choose from, but my first, real, real serious relationship with a 
Black female and it feels good. It feels – I don’t want to say natural – not 
that it feels natural, I just feel so much more comfortable with her than I 
have in previous relationships…I really think, as much as I want to say it 
is two Black people that are somewhat successful, I really think it’s more 
of a personality thing.  
Unlike James, Rocky was tentative to make the linkage with his conscious 
awareness of his experience of developing his “first real, real serious relationship with a 
Black female” and his expressed emotion that it felt  “good” because of the commonality 
of their racial cultural backgrounds. He expressed “as much as I want to say it is two 
Black people that are somewhat successful, I really think it’s more of a personality 
thing.” He further added, “it feels – I don’t want to say natural – not that it feels natural, 
I just feel so much more comfortable with her then I have in previous relationships.” 
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From Rocky’s admission, the feeling of comfort he experienced with his current 
girlfriend seemed to be connected to the observation that this was his “first real, real 
serious relationship with a Black female and it feels good,” compared to his previous 
relationships.  
Both James and Rocky felt that their experiences in cultivating romantic 
relationships with Black women were “cool,” “good,” and “beautiful” compared to their 
experiences of establishing relationships with women of other racial groups. Both men’s 
understanding of the reasons why their efforts in establishing a romantic relationship with 
Black women was “cool” “beautiful,” and felt “good” appeared to be based on the 
commonality of shared experiences based on their racial cultural backgrounds with the 
Black women. Although James seemed to be more aware and forthcoming about the 
reasons why he felt he had “cool” experiences in developing relationships with Black 
women, Rocky appeared to be more tentative about connecting the reason why his 
experience was “beautiful” and felt “good” to his girlfriend’s racial identity and culture. 
James expressed “Maybe because [the women] were Black, as far as 
subconsciously… I mean maybe just associating with my culture period because I could 
tell you that I wouldn’t even see myself being married to a White woman.” Initially, when 
asked why he felt that establishing these romantic relationships were “good” for him, he 
expressed: “Maybe it’s just my luck. Maybe it’s just me and my charm…” Upon further 
contemplation, he arrived at a conscious awareness that the racial cultural background he 
and these women shared may have influenced why he experienced and described the 
process of cultivating intimate romantic relationships with Black women as “cool.” He 
further elaborated by saying “Maybe just associating with my culture period…” as “It 
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might be a day that you’re going through something, and you really don’t feel like 
speaking about it, and [non-Black women] can’t just have that; can’t relate to you 
without even having to say something, or even something as simple as you’re referencing 
a movie. You being from two different cultures, it’s like something they can’t get onto. 
You can’t joke, and build that bond, and have a relationship to build a friendship because 
what do you have in common?” James explained that this shared relatability with the 
cultural background of Black women he dated seemed to have influenced his experiences 
of cultivating intimate romantic relationships with these women in positive ways.  
The lived experiences of having a “very strong connection,” seemed to be 
connected to the relatability participants felt with their potential and current mates based 
on the racial- cultural background of being Black. Having a shared experience of what it 
meant to be Black, and the challenges that one encountered as a Black person in the 
United States appeared to be a constant  rationale alluded to in participants’ descriptions 
of Black male-female intimate romantic relationships starting off as “good.” KB 
expressed this clearly:  
KB: Yeah, you can relate to each other a lot better because there are 
shared experiences. Despite the fact that we’re different sexes, there are 
shared experiences that we go through because of our ethnicity. So I think 
that allows for a little stronger unspoken communication, at least from the 
start, in a relationship. 
 Similarly, Zaria felt that her experiences of developing romantic relationships 
with Black men were “good when it’s good.” She experienced dating Black men as 
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“good” because she felt a sense of comfort in being in relationship with someone who 
looked like her.  
Zaria: It's good when it's good. I will say that…I don't have anything else 
to compare it to because I've only dated Black men. But I loved - I'm 
trying to think of the positive parts of dating a Black man. They make you 
feel beautiful, they make me feel secure, I can laugh with them, I can be 
free, I can be myself with them. It's kind of like you're dating you - you 
can be free.  
Zaria expressed that she had only dated Black men. She expressed that she loved 
dating them because she felt that these men appreciated her beautiful. She experienced 
dating Black men as a making of a relational environment of secured space, where she 
felt beautiful, secure and joyful because she could be herself with Black men. She 
indicated that she felt free in these relationships because she was “kind of dating 
[herself].”  
It appeared that what Zaria may be relating to in her experiences of dating Black 
men when she stated that “It’s good when it’s good” was connected to the experience of 
“Kind of like you’re dating you – you can be free.” The statement of “It’s kind of like 
you’re dating you – you can be free” seemed to speak to the narratives of relatability 
based on racial cultural background expressed by KB, Lauren, and James. Zaria may be 
inferring that her experience of dating someone who looked like her racially created a 
relational space in which she felt free and thus could be herself in these relationships, 
because these men were Black. Because the Black men she dated shared a racial identity 
with her, Zaria felt that they possessed an understanding of what it felt like to be a Black 
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person. From Zaria’s experience, what seemed to be “good” in dating Black men was the 
sense freedom and comfort she felt in developing romantic relationship with someone 
who looked like her. 
This experience of dating someone that “It’s kind of like you’re dating you” was 
clearly illustrated in Lauren’s narrative below as she further described her experience of 
cultivating a relationship with her boyfriend, Big Daddy.  
Lauren: It’s great! It’s wonderful! 
Interviewer: What’s wonderful about it? 
Lauren: Again, just having that person to be able to relate to. You don’t 
have to explain everything to them. Like when you date somebody of 
another race, unless they just grew up in the culture, which there are 
some…But for the most part, even so, there were some things you just had 
to explain. And it’s like, I love the fact that I don’t have to explain certain 
things about the culture; you just kind of know. I like that I look in the 
mirror and I see someone brown like me. Well, Big Daddy is a little more 
brown, but either way, you get the point. I like that. I like that we share 
that. 
Structural Description of “Starts off Good…at the Beginning”: In describing 
and interpreting their experiences of cultivating intimate romantic relationship with other 
Black men and women, participants in the study expressed their lived experiences of their 
relationships “start[ing] off good…at the beginning” within their lived spaced, lived 
body, lived time, and lived relations to others.  
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Within the existential life world of lived time, participants felt that the beginning 
stages of cultivating intimate romantic relationships with a potential partner and current 
partner were “very good…very passionate…very strong connection…good 
…cool…beautiful…wonderful.” Participants experienced these positive emotions in the 
earlier stages of their intimate romantic relationships. Not only did participants describe 
their own experiences as such, they also expressed that these positive feelings of “very 
good…very passionate…very strong connection…good…cool… beautiful…wonderful” 
illustrated the initial development of Black male-female intimate romantic relationship 
experiences. Expressions such as “I think the relationships are very passionate, very 
strong connections”; “Overall, I guess that has made for a positive experience,” 
indicated an awareness of positive feelings and experiences within Black male-female 
intimate romantic relationships at the “start of [these relationships].”  
However, from participants’ experiences, it also appeared that these positive 
feelings and experiences faded away rapidly. Intimate romantic relationship between 
heterosexual Black men and women seemed to “start off good…[b]ut then it just kind of 
died down.” “…at the start it was very good…But then over time…a lot of the 
issues…wear on us.”  From participants’ descriptions and interpretations, “over time,” 
these relationships lose their vibrancy and liveliness. KB seemed to believe that this loss 
was connected to “a lot of issues…[that] wear on [Black men and women].”  
Evaporation of the positive feelings and experiences that participants “like[d],” 
enjoyed and “wish[ed] would continue” at the initial stages of their coupling experiences 
appeared to be influenced by the context of the space they found themselves in as Black 
men and women. “But then over time, I think a lot of the issues that we face in society 
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kind of wear on us.” “The issues” that Black men and women “face in society” seemed 
to be regarded as likely culprits in choking the life out of the positive experiences and 
emotions they shared with each other at the beginning stages of their relationships. 
Participants felt that external forces of societal issues that never married heterosexual 
Black men and women encounter in their lived space “wear” on the duration, quality, and 
sustainability of their intimate romantic relationships.  
Participants explicitly linked the positive feelings at the beginning of their 
romantic relationships to the existential life world of their lived body and lived space.  
They voiced that these positive experiences and emotions were connected to their 
experiences as Black persons with a particular cultural background in society. Lauren 
expressed this when she said,   
“…It’s that being able to relate just because of the culture, so it’s always 
nice to have somebody that you can relate culturally to, because it’s like 
you can make a reference about something and they’ll get it. You could 
make a reference to like Rodney King…There are so many Black men, 
they may not want to admit it, but they’ve seen The Color Purple. You can 
make a reference and they’ll know what you’re talking about. So that’s an 
example of those little cultural things.”  
“Maybe because they were Black, as far as subconsciously…having a 
cultural thing. I think that is something that is important. 
Within the context of lived body as Black persons, participants felt that their racial 
cultural backgrounds created a lived space within their relationships to relate and connect 
with each other without having to explain their cultural backgrounds or experiences. In 
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their lived body of racial cultural backgrounds, participants felt a sense of attachment to 
potential romantic mates and current partners who were also Black. When Lauren 
expressed that one “could make a reference to, like, Rodney King…The Color Purple,” 
she seemed to be speaking to Black men’s and women’s racial experiences and cultural 
identity within their lived space of the social and historical contexts that commonly 
bound  their lived experiences of being Black in the United States.  
Social and historical reference to Rodney King epitomized a critical racial event 
in the history of the United States. Rodney King was an African American man who 
became a symbol of racial tension in the United States after the violent beating inflicted 
on him by four White police officers in 1991 who were acquitted by a majority White 
jury in 1992 (King & Spagnola, 2012). The acquittal of White officers triggered a six-day 
long racial riot in the city of Los Angles and fueled immense racial tension around the 
nation.  
In describing and interpreting his experience of this brutal incident as an African 
American man, Rodney King expressed “It's not painful to relive it. I'm comfortable with 
my position in American history. It was like being raped, stripped of everything, being 
beaten near to death there on the concrete, on the asphalt. I just knew how it felt to be a 
slave. I felt like I was in another world" (The Guardian, May 2012, Rory Caroll).  
It is possible that many Black people, like this study’s participants who live in the 
United States, felt that this deadly beating and trial typified the historical and 
contemporary unjust and unequal treatments and experiences of Blacks in the United 
States, particularly by the police and criminal justice departments. Thus, it appeared that 
participants referenced Rodney King, not only as a person or an event but also as a racial 
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symbol that Black men and women could relate to due to experiences of those who look 
like them racially within the lived space of the United States. 
Referencing The Color Purple also spoke to the relatability and connection that 
Black men and women may feel with each other at the beginning of their intimate 
romantic relationship. The Color Purple is a critical literary novel by Alice Walker about 
the life of a young African American girl living in the South (Walker, 1982). This classic 
African American fictional novel has become an iconic American film that embodies the 
cultural ethos of trials, strength, and resilience of many Black familial and couple 
relationships. Knowledge and acknowledgement of The Color Purple as a novel may 
converse the significance of potential romantic mate or partners’ awareness, 
acquaintance, and relatedness to Black America’s cultural presence in the United States. 
Embodying a racial identity and cultural knowledge based on conscious and 
subconscious awareness of one’s experiences as a Black person in the United States 
appeared to be critical in the coupling processes of never married heterosexual Black 
male-female intimate romantic relationships, particularly at the early stages of these 
relationships. As one participant, James expressed, “Maybe because they were Black, as 
far as subconsciously… having a cultural thing. I think that is something that is 
important.” 
Having shared cultural understanding based on one’s racial identity and 
experiences, as a Black person living in the United States seemed to be important to the 
cultivation of romantic relationship among Black men and women. As one participant 
expressed “…You can relate to each other a lot better because there are shared 
experiences. Despite the fact that we’re different sexes, there are shared experiences that 
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we go through because of our ethnicity [race]. So I think that allows for a little stronger 
unspoken communication, at least from the start, in a relationship.” The “shared 
experiences” that seemed to be present in Black male-female coupling processes 
appeared to be based on participants’ racial and cultural identities as Blacks. 
The “shared experiences” that Black men and women either encounter or are 
aware of due to the past and present spaces that participants and others who embody 
similar racial and cultural identities occupy in society seemed to transcend into a sense of 
freedom because one is dating one’s self. These “shared experiences” appeared to create 
a lived relation to other as Black people –potential romantic partners or current partners – 
in which participants felt that they “can relate to each other a lot better…despite [their] 
different sexes...feel beautiful, secure, laugh, be free and be [one’s] self.” Such “shared 
experiences”, because of Black women and men’s racial and cultural identities, probably 
form relational bond and communality in which never married heterosexual Black men 
and women who are developing romantic relationships have “a little stronger unspoken 
communication, at least from the start, in [their] relationship[s].” 
It appeared that participants felt that these “shared experiences” of racial and 
cultural identities allowed for a companionable, affectionate, intimate, and passionate 
relational connection at the start of their relationships. They can be themselves in 
relationship with each other. Participants indicated this in their expressions: 
“They make you feel beautiful, they make me feel secure, I can laugh with 
them, I can be free, I can be myself with them. It's kind of like you're 
dating you - you can be free.”  
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“And it’s like, I love the fact that I don’t have explain certain things about 
the culture; you just kind of know. I like that I look in the mirror and I see 
someone brown like me. Well, Big Daddy is a little more brown, but either 
way, you get the point. I like that. I like that we share that.” 
From participants’ experiences of establishing intimate romantic relationships 
with other Black potential partners or current partners, there seemed to be a sense of 
secure attachment and relatedness. They appreciated being with someone who looked like 
them and who could understand and relate to their journey, experiences and culture as a 
Black person in the United States. Participants felt that this sense of secure attachment 
and relatedness that they experienced in the initial stages of their romantic relationships 
with their Black partners were beneficial and essential to the cultivation of their 
relationships. A finding in this study according to participants’ lived time, lived space, 
lived body and lived relation to other was that a sense of secure attachment and 
relatedness appeared to be a critical essence of never-married heterosexual Black men 
and women’s experiences in cultivating intimate romantic relationships. The theme that a 
never-married Black male-female romantic relationship “starts off good…at the 
beginning” illustrated the description and interpretation of this finding.  
Unspoken bond…“Shared Experiences of Trials and Tribulations”  
Textural Descriptions: In describing the experiences of cultivating and 
maintaining intimate romantic relationships, participants talked about the critical 
significance and functions of “unspoken connection and communication” within Black 
male-female intimate romantic relationships coupling experiences. KB felt that there was 
an “unspoken connection” between Black men and women because of “trials and 
tribulations” that they experienced individually before coming together as a couple. KB’s 
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knowledge of these “trials and tribulations” appeared to come from his personal present 
experiences and awareness of historical and contemporary racial oppressions of Black 
people in the United States. 
KB: So I can relate that to the Black community and romantic 
relationships in the sense that Black people for pretty much our existence 
even until today in this country have gone through different trials and 
tribulations. Some were more relevant and apparent during the Civil 
Rights Movement and obviously during the slavery period, but there are 
still trials and tribulations that we go through now. So to have individual 
people that all are experiencing these trials and tribulations: Black men 
have their own issues, and Black women have a different set of issues just 
because of their nationality and ethnicity [race]. To then be able to at 
some point come together, it’s like there’s an unspoken connection, I 
think, that kind of brings people together, which other ethnicities I don’t 
think necessarily have that linkage…So I think Black relationships are a 
little similar in that respect where, individual people, we all have these 
trials and tribulations that we go through in this country. So to see two 
people come together in a romantic relationship, there’s already that 
connection. So to see a quality relationship, it kind of just has a sense of 
being a lot stronger just because of what we have to go through 
individually, you know, before we come together… specifically because of 
our race; obviously, things are a lot less apparent now, but they’re really 
no better now than they were in the ’60s. Some aspects of discrimination 
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that Black men and Black women go through are not as prevalent or as 
open as they once were, but there’s still a subculture of racism and things 
like that that we as Black people have to deal with individually. 
In the above quote, KB was expressing reasons why “trials and tribulations” 
seemed to make Black male-female romantic relationships valuable. He expressed: 
“Black people for pretty much our existence even until today in this country have gone 
through different trials and tribulations. Some were more relevant and apparent during 
the Civil Rights Movement and obviously during the slavery period, but there are still 
trials and tribulations that we go through now.” He explained that Black men and 
women have individual experiences related to “these trials and tribulations” and when 
they come together, “It’s like there’s an unspoken connection…that kind of brings people 
together, which other ethnicities, I don’t think necessarily have that linkage.” KB saw “a 
quality[Black male-female] relationship…kind of just has a sense of it being a lot 
stronger just because of what we have to go through individually, you know, before we 
come together.”  
In KB’s narrative, there appeared to be a sense of pride in experiencing and 
witnessing a quality relationship between Black men and women because this 
relationship evoked a feeling of triumphing over the “trials and tribulations” that Black 
men and women encountered in their individual lives. It is probable that to KB these 
relationships also signified a sense that those who were involved in quality relationships 
appeared to be supportive of each other. Therefore, they may be able to sustain the 
romantic bond between them in the face of societal implicit and explicit racism. 
According to KB it appeared that the positive effects of experiences of “trials and 
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tribulations” that Black men and women encountered separately and in their individual 
lives seemed to allow Black men and women to have “unspoken connection” when they 
came together as a couple. KB seemed to be suggesting that the mere fact that these 
individuals were able to come together and build a relationship together in spite of 
individual trials and tribulations they faced in their individual daily lives and in society 
made “quality [Black male-female] relationships have a sense of [them] being a lot 
stronger.”  
Zaria shared this similar sentiment of pride, “unspoken connection,” and 
uniqueness of Black heterosexual coupling relationships in her description and 
interpretation of quality Black male-female relationships as “stronger and beautiful” 
given the “trials and tribulations” that individual Black men and women faced in 
society. 
Zaria: I think that when it's good with us it's really good. As a race in this 
particular country, we have a different kind of bond because we relate to 
the rest of our society in a different way that only a Black man and Black 
woman can understand - like there's something unspoken. So when it 
works it's beautiful but unfortunately, I don't see a lot of it working. When 
it comes together, it's a beautiful thing. 
From KB and Zaria’s narratives, these shared experiences of “trials and 
tribulations” seemed to bound Black men and women together in an “unspoken 
connection.” It is possible that these participants intuitively felt that another Black person 
understood them because he or she also experienced the effects of explicit and implicit 
racism against Blacks in society. Some participants also connected with these “trials and 
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tribulations” in the sense that they had a shared commonality as Black people in the 
world. Participants felt that having someone who understood what it meant to be Black 
and having shared experiences together as Black people seemed to build a sense of 
togetherness and security in their relationships.  
 “Having Each Other’s Backs” 
 
Textural Descriptions: Rocky also felt that the sense of shared commonality and 
togetherness he experienced in his relationship with his current girlfriend, Star, was based 
on shared experiences of being Black in society as well as being raised in the suburbs as 
Black children and adolescents. He felt that having a partner who was Black and who was 
able to grasp the racial implications of being seated by the bathroom at a restaurant 
without him having to explain why they were seated there, allowed for a sense of 
togetherness, understanding and comfort. 
Rocky: … Let me take, for example, when I was dating somebody that was 
White, having to explain things like this is the reason we got sat by the 
bathroom at the restaurant…Or something like that. Having to explain – 
you might not see the small signs of racism, so not having that aspect 
built in – kind of having somebody that’s on my team is good and bad 
because now we get treated twice as bad, but at least I have somebody 
that I can complain to…Well kind of understands, especially – dating a 
Black girl right now that’s from the suburbs, kind of can understand my 
upbringing and somebody that can relate to me, as opposed to anybody 
from any other race. I guess I can see the comfort of having somebody 
that can relate to stories that I’ll tell about growing up in the suburbs…  
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Rocky felt that being in a relationship with a Black woman, Star, who grew up in 
the suburbs like him created a sense of togetherness and comfort in his relationship. He 
felt that Star was on his “team” because she was aware of the nuances of racism without 
him having to explain. He expressed a sense of “unspoken connection” and knowing that 
he and Star shared this sentiment because of their race, which according to Rocky, was 
“an aspect that is built in[to]” the relationship.  
However, Rocky articulated mixed emotions about having someone who was on 
the same “team” with him. He felt that his girlfriend being on his “team” was “good and 
bad because now we get treated twice as bad, but at least I have somebody that I can 
complain to.” Rocky seemed to be sensing that being on the same “team” as a Black 
couple meant that they would probably experience the racism together because they 
would be “treated twice as bad.” In essence, it appeared that Rocky was lamenting that 
not only would he have to experience racism, but that his girlfriend would also share this 
similar experience with him and thus as a team, they would probably experience double 
emotions of hurt, pain, and shame around being “treated twice as bad[ly]” because of 
their race. According to Rocky, having someone who was on his “team” also served as a 
buffer for him because it was “good…at least [that he has] somebody that [he] can 
complain to.” Being in relationship with someone who was able to sympathize and 
understand his complaints connected to negative experiences of being marginalized 
because his race seemed to be a critical element in Rocky’s experience of being on “[the 
same] team” as a Black couple. Similarly, Rocky felt that being on the same team and 
being in it together gave him comfort of “having somebody that can relate to stories that 
I’ll tell about growing up in the suburbs.”  
217 
It appeared that being there for each other both physically and emotionally around 
shared experiences of “trials and tribulations” brought about “unspoken connection” 
based on racial encounters. It seemed that being on the same “team” as a Black couple 
generated a sense of “having each other’s backs.”  
Firefly addressed this sense of “having each other’s backs” as Black couples 
when she expressed 
Firefly: I do think especially in the Black community there is so much 
pressure from the outside. I think it’s so cool when you’re in a 
relationship with somebody, you feel like that person has your back. 
Because you’re dealing with a lot of mess outside, so you don’t want to 
come home to deal with a lot of mess inside your house.  
So I think what would be important to me, anyway, is having somebody 
who I feel like I can bear their burdens with them and be a place of refuge 
and not add to the stress. I think that’s especially important in Black male-
female relationships because society tells us a lot of the time that we’re 
less than or that we can’t do this because we’re Black or we can’t X, Y, Z 
because of this. We have to jump through more hurdles.  
I’ve heard people say that you have to be twice as good or something like 
that for the same position. So I think what’s great is that on some level we 
understand the struggle. We understand each other’s struggle. I feel like 
that should provide a safe place.  
In her experiences and perceptions of Black men and women’s coupling 
relationships, Firefly felt that as a result of belonging to “the Black community,” men and 
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women face “pressure from outside…[and] are dealing with a lot of mess outside” of 
their relationships. Firefly identified that the “lot of mess and pressure from outside” that 
Black men and women seemed to be bombarded with are messages from society that 
“tells us a lot of the time that we’re less than or that we can’t do this because we’re 
Black or we can’t X, Y, Z because of this. We have to jump through more hurdles.” As a 
result of these “outside pressure and a lot of mess,” Firefly felt that it was “especially 
important in Black male-female relationships…when you’re in a relationship with 
somebody, [and] you feel that person has your back…[because] we understand each 
other’s struggles.” It appeared that having shared experiences of “trials and 
tribulations” and relatability around the racial pressures and assaults that Black men and 
women faced in society, compelled Firefly to express the following: “I think what would 
be important to me…is having somebody who I feel like I can bear their burdens with 
them and be a place of refuge and not add to the stress [from the outside].”  
Firefly seemed to express a sense that Black male-female relationships should “be 
a place of refuge…safe place” where Black men and women are able to talk to each 
other, understand each other’s struggles on some levels, and complain to each other 
without being perceived as “making a lot of noise or being judged” about the experiences 
of explicit and implicit acts of racism (“a lot of mess”) they encountered in society. 
Firefly also bespoke an intentional care and cautiousness not to “add to the stress” 
caused by racial pressures that her potential partner might already be feeling from outside 
the relationship. 
Firefly expressed: “It would be hard to talk to… a White partner… about how 
hard it is to be Black. They won’t get it. They can only get it so much, and I think 
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ultimately it just begins to sound like you’re just making a lot of noise and complaining 
all the time. But somebody who’s been through that struggle understands you and will 
never judge that because it’s real. It’s so real, but a lot of times you can’t even really 
explain. It’s not like you can explain it. Sometimes it’s just like this gut thing that you 
have, and you don’t know why that person doesn’t like you but you’re just sure it’s 
because of race.” Here, Firefly elucidated on how difficult it would be to explain to a 
White partner about the subtle nuances of racism that she herself might not be able to 
understand but has a “gut thing [feeling]” about. She seemed to be inferring that even 
though she may not be able to verbalize this “gut thing” to herself or her partner  as to 
“why that person doesn’t like you,” her Black partner intuitively “will get it” because he 
probably knows “how hard it is to be Black…[and have] been through that struggle.” 
Thus, it looked as though Firefly was articulating that there might be unspoken awareness 
and communication she probably experienced with a romantic partner. She also seemed 
to be articulating sharing such unspoken awareness and communication with her potential 
Black romantic partner because of their shared experiences.  
“Unspoken connection” - communication and knowing - as a result of shared 
experiences of racial struggles seemed to signify a lived experience of how Black male-
female intimate romantic relationship can “be a place of refuge” from the “lots of mess 
and pressure” they encountered on a daily basis in society. It also appeared that 
heterosexual Black romantic relationships may be experienced as “a place of refuge” that 
exemplifies the importance of having “each other’s back” and bearing each other’s 
burdens. These relationships being “a place of refuge” and safe haven to bear and 
comfort the weary bodies, minds and souls of Black men and women from the assaults of 
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racial “pressures and lots of mess form outside,” probably connote the significance of the 
importance of these relationships in the lives of heterosexual Black men and women. In 
addition, this significance may also speak to the cautious awareness that Firefly 
mentioned in making sure that her experience of the relationship truly needs to be “a 
place of refuge…because you’re dealing with a lot of mess outside, so you don’t want to 
come home to deal with a lot mess inside your house.”  
Like Firefly, KB described how having awareness, knowledge, and experiences of 
acts of explicit and implicit racism allowed him as a Black man to “get…and have a 
sense of” what a Black woman might be going through in society “without having to 
verbalize [it].” 
KB: I think it allows for an understanding without having to verbalize 
that understanding…So given the fact that as a Black man I understand 
some of the challenges that a Black woman is going to go through in the 
workplace or just in her social environment and things like that, I already 
have a sense of some of the things she goes through. So a lot of things are 
unspoken, but that communication is still there. You know, so I think I’m 
more adept to recognize if there’s something going on just by subtle 
changes. You know, she’s down one day, complaining about something at 
work, I can sense. There may be some discriminatory undertones or 
something like that. So we already have that communication.  
To KB and Firefly, it appeared that the ability for Black men and women building 
intimate romantic relationships to be able to shield their relationships from the “a lot of 
mess and pressure from outside” seemed to be critical to the survival of these 
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relationships. For KB, such awareness of the subtle ways that outside pressures and 
racism affect one’s romantic partner may likely create an unspoken communication, 
knowing, and connection between Black men and women.  
However, it also appeared that from Firefly’s experiences, this unspoken 
communication, knowing and connection may not often happen in many heterosexual 
Black romantic relationships. In indicating this, she expressed “Yeah. I feel like, again, 
when it [Black male-female relationship] works, it’s so powerful. It should be a safe 
place to be.” Firefly expressed that when Black men and women are able to truly shield 
and protect their relationships from the “pressure and lot of mess” from society, their 
relationship “works and it’s so powerful.” From her experiences, Firefly seemed to 
articulate that Black male-female romantic relationships were likely to “work [and] it is 
powerful” when never married Black women and men do not allow “these pressure and 
lot of mess” from society to pierce the safe haven of their relationships. She seemed to be 
indicating that “these pressure and lot of mess” are additional burdens that prevent Black 
men and women from understanding each other, building a “team” together, and having 
“each other’s back.” From the lived experiences of participants in this study, it appeared 
that they desired and experienced their intimate romantic relationships as “a safe place” 
to shelter them from the daily challenges and assaults of explicit and implicit racism they 
experienced in society due to their racial background.  
JusMe attested to the desire and experience of Black men and women to have 
intimate romantic relationships that were safe havens and “place of refuge” where they 
had “each other’s back” and protected each other from the struggles and challenges of 
the outside world.  
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JusMe: …From just what I see, I think that when two Black people are in 
love and they really have each other’s back, you can withstand anything. 
Because you can do it by yourself; you’re Black; you’ve been through 
something to get here, so if you have another person that loves you just as 
much and you have that shared vision. There’s nothing you all can’t do 
together. You know what I mean? It’s like no matter what you face out 
there, to know that you come home to someone that just really accepts 
you, and loves you, and has your back 150% that doesn’t matter. And I 
don’t think that another person can give me that but a Black man. So yeah 
– I think when Black love is true, it’s strong. 
JusMe felt that when two Black people “love each other, really accept each 
other” and have “each other’s back 150%,” together they could triumph over and protect 
each other and their relationship from the “shared trials and tribulations” they 
experienced in society. For JusMe having a Black man, James, as a partner gave her a 
sense of security in their relationship because he had her “back 150% and really 
accepting [of her] and loves [her].”  
Similar to Firefly, JusMe also appeared to hold the belief that “When Black love is 
true, it’s strong.” It looked as if JusMe and Firefly were alluding to the notion that the 
shared experiences of “trials and tribulations” that Black men and women faced in 
society have the potential to destroy the affectionate bond and attachment they may be 
attempting to cultivate and maintain in their relationship with each other. In other words, 
what Firefly and JusMe seemed to be expressing was that when Black men and women 
were truly able to shield their relationships from the racial “pressures, lot of mess—trials 
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and tribulations” that they face in society, these relationships are likely to be “strong” 
and can truly “be a safe place” to nurture their love and secure attachment to each other.  
  “Shared Experiences of Trials and Tribulations Wear on the 
Relationship”  
Textural Descriptions: JusMe spoke to the sense of weariness that other 
participants also expressed regarding the pride and admiration they felt in having an 
“unspoken connection” with potential partners or current partners due to their intuitive 
knowledge and awareness of shared “trials and tribulations.” She felt that having these 
shared “trials and tribulations,” which she called “struggles” made her experience of 
cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationship with a Black man “easy and 
hard.” She explained that it was “easy” because they had that “unspoken connection” 
and knew each other’s struggles and history in society because of their race. At the same 
time, JusMe experienced romantic relationship with a Black man as “hard” because 
“[they’re] from the same place” with the same struggles of having to confront racial 
oppressions in their individual lives. She emphasized that sometimes in the relationship, 
one partner’s struggles with these racially attached “trials and tribulations” seemed to be 
greater than the other partner’s. In this sense, JusMe seemed to be making a distinction 
between her struggles as a Black woman and the struggles of her boyfriend, James, as a 
Black man in society.  
JusMe: It’s easy and it’s hard. 
Interviewer: It’s easy and it’s hard. What makes it easy and what makes it 
hard? 
JusMe: Because you already know – you know [what] I mean for the 
most,… you’re from the same place so I kind of know your history; I 
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know what you’re about. But it’s also hard because we’re from the same 
place I know what your struggles are; your struggles and my struggles 
are the same, and yours sometimes are more magnified than mine, so 
it’s good and it’s bad.  
It appeared that JusMe was also indicating that the experience of one partner’s 
struggles, in this case that of a Black male, with the “trials and tribulations” may be 
perceived as more intense than the female partner’s struggles. From her expression, it 
appeared that JusMe might be alluding to a felt sense that this perception probably 
contributes to the relational difficulties Black women and men experience in their efforts 
to cultivate and maintain romantic relationships.  
Similar to JusMe, Rocky also expressed this sense of pride and comfort in 
knowing that he had someone who could understand his experience of “trials and 
tribulations” as a Black man. Rocky felt that having understanding in his relationship 
was a critical aspect of maintaining it with his girlfriend. Like JusMe, he also 
acknowledged that experiences of these “trials and tribulations” bring along challenges 
in the relationship because of his involvement with someone who encounters similar 
“trials and tribulations.”   
Rocky: Let me take, for example, when I was dating somebody that was 
White, having to explain things like this is the reason we got sat by the 
bathroom at the restaurant…Or something like that. Having to explain – 
you might not see the small signs of racism, so not having that aspect built 
in – kind of having somebody that’s on my team is good and bad because 
now we get treated twice as bad, but at least I have somebody that I can 
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complain to. 
Rocky’s girlfriend, Star, concurred with her boyfriend’s expression that “it is 
good and bad” to be on the same team as Black people “because now we get treated 
twice as bad, but at least I have somebody that I can complain to.” Similar to her 
boyfriend, Star expressed that in her relational experience with him as well as her 
observations of Black couples’ relationships, there was a sense of comfort to have 
“…someone, who may be aware of some of the things you go through on a daily basis 
like racial discrimination—just some of the hardships that you go through.” She 
expressed that even though she agreed and had experienced comfort in being in a 
relationship with a Black man who understood her hardships as a Black person, she also 
needed to be careful because “not all Black people will have the same experiences.”  
Star: That’s a hard question because there’s good and there’s bad; they 
can be really sweet or really powerful relationships; it can be very 
comforting to have someone, who may be aware of some of the things you 
go through on a daily basis like racial discrimination – just some of the 
hardships that you go through.    
Interviewer: As a Black woman?   
Star: Right. Maybe not necessarily as a woman because I don’t know that 
they always get that, but as a Black person.   
Star: I would say the same thing, but you have to be careful because my 
partner, he grew up in the suburbs with a lot of White friends, so a lot of 
times when I’m saying something, maybe racist, he’s saying, “No, that’s 
not racist. That just like…” You know what I mean? I grew up with people 
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like that, so you have to be careful because some – not all Black people 
will have the same experiences.  
Star seemed to feel different from JusMe and Rocky in the sense that she was 
acknowledging that Black men and women may not perceive explicit acts of racism the 
same way. But she also agreed with them around shared “trials and tribulations” in the 
sense that she spoke of the comfort of having someone who understood her “hardships as 
a Black person,…maybe not necessarily as a woman because I don’t know that they 
always get that...” Similar to JusMe, Star also alluded to the sense that Black women and 
men may have different experiences and understanding of the “trials and tribulations” 
they faced in society because of their gender. Star further illustrated the ways her and her 
partners differed in experiences with racism and the influence of these differences on 
their interaction and communication as a couple.  
Star: I know sometimes he’ll complain to me about it, but sometimes I 
have to think about – I’m going to complain about what I complain about. 
Sometimes I think about – before I say it – I wonder how he’s going to 
take it. Usually he’s on my side; I wonder if he’s going to be on my side 
this time. I’m talking about it because I know he’s had other experiences.  
In her experiences of how she and her boyfriend handled their differences in 
understanding the “trials and tribulations,” Star expressed a sense of ambivalence as 
well as caution as to whether to “complain” to her boyfriend or not. She said, 
“Sometimes I think about—before I say it—I wonder how he’s going to take it.” It 
appeared that there was some sense of apprehension as to whether she can complain 
about racism or not, even though she also felt that “usually he’s on my side…” But it 
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seemed that there was also a possibility and question in her mind that he may not be on 
her “side this time.”  
It seemed that Star was not only speaking to their differences with the experiences 
of racism, she also seemed to be expressing her and her boyfriend’s difference in the 
ways in which they perceived, communicated and supported each other around these 
“trials and tribulations.” In this sense, it appeared that the “unspoken connection” 
seemed to be present because she experienced him as “usually on [her] side.” However,  
this “unspoken connection” seemed to be present to a limited extent, in the sense that 
Star felt that she probably could not communicate or complain about her emotions 
regarding the effects of “trials and tribulations” on her. She expressed: “I know 
sometimes he’ll complain to me about it, but sometimes I have to think about – I’m going 
to complain about what I complain about.” It seemed that Star felt hesitant to complain 
to Rocky. Although Star had to contemplate as to whether to talk to her boyfriend about 
her experiences with “trials and tribulations”—racial discrimination or racial 
discomfort—she also felt that she could communicate with him about it. 
Star: I wouldn’t say it’s hard, but it’s something that does flash in my 
mind. Like I wonder if he thinks I’m on the racial issue too much because 
– or you know what I mean? I think sometimes – sometimes I think that 
because he has a lot of White friends; maybe he’ll accept some things that 
I won’t like. He has friends from a whole bunch of different races, so if 
we’re out and somebody says the word nigg** to him, he’s telling me, “Be 
cool. It’s nothing bad because they say it and they’re my friends and blah, 
blah, blah, blah.” Whereas me, I might be like whoa…I feel like I can talk 
228 
to him about it; just because that’s just the type of person I am; I’m going 
to talk about it, I feel like, in some kind of way….But I flash through my 
mind; I wonder how he’s going to take it. 
Even though Star expressed that it would not be difficult for her to complain and 
talk to Rocky about these “trials and tribulations,” she mentioned several times, “but it’s 
something that does flash in my mind…I wonder how he’s going to take it.” Star may be 
uncertain about Rocky’s reception to her complains, although she felt “for the most part, 
he’s cool…because he can relate, too, on some levels. He’s had his own experiences with 
racism, too.” Star may not be as concerned about how Rocky was “going to take it” but 
more how he would perceive her with regards to expressing her discomfort, disapproval, 
and frustration in the instance of “somebody says that word nigg** to him…if [they were] 
out.” Star expressed that in this instant she “wonder[ed] if he thinks I’m on the racial 
issue too much.” She seemed to be fearful and skeptical about how Rocky would 
perceive her expression of emotions regarding racial incidents they experienced together.  
Not only did Star express a sense of skepticism and concern about Rocky’s 
perception of her as being “on the racial issue too much.” It also seemed that her worry 
and skepticism may also prevent them from being able to truly communicate and 
understand each other’s feelings and reactions to a racial incident such as someone 
calling her boyfriend the N-word. Although Star and Rocky both may have an “unspoken 
connection” and agreement regarding the use of N-word towards Rocky from a person of 
another race as a stressful racial issue, both of them literally shared an “unspoken 
connection” and communication around this issue. It is possible that the couple may not 
able to create a “place of refuge” within their relationship to communicate with each 
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other about their shared experiences and emotions regarding someone calling Rocky the 
N-word, thus diminishing the strength of the “unspoken connection” they have with each 
other. The incident shared by Star illustrated an example of how shared experiences of 
“trials and tribulations” that Black individuals faced outside of their relationships may 
negatively influence Black men’s and women’s experiences of cultivating and 
maintaining intimate romantic relationships. 
Similarly, KB described how the experiences of “trials and tribulations” that 
Black men and women experienced individually in their lives may contribute to the 
demise of Black male-female romantic relationships. He felt that as Black men and 
women progress in establishing their relationships, these “trials and tribulations” they 
face in society because of their shared racial background eventually wore on the 
individuals within the relationships. KB expressed how individuals in their relationships 
may not be able to shield the inner world of their relationships from the “trials and 
tribulations” they face in the larger society. He indicated that Black men and women, 
regardless of their educational status or success in society, encountered experiences of 
these “trials and tribulations.” 
KB: I think it kind of just goes back to what I said as far as at the start it 
was very good. I think the relationships are very passionate, very strong 
connections. But then, over time, I think a lot of the issues that we face 
in society kind of wear on us. I think the person, unfortunately, that is 
usually at the receiving end of our frustration is usually our spouse 
[partner]. I think for Black people in this society, there are a lot of 
struggles…I think a lot of times whether you’re the most educated and 
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successful or not, you still have a lot of these trials and tribulations that 
you go through and your outlet is usually your spouse [partner]. That 
outlet isn’t always a positive, supportive one. It’s usually attacking or a 
negative outlet or a punching bag a lot of times. 
KB’s description sadly illustrated that Black male-female romantic relationships 
may not necessarily “be a place of refuge” in which romantic partners have “each 
other’s backs” against racial oppressions of “trials and tribulations.” He seemed to be 
verbalizing that the inner emotional pain, struggles, hurts, and frustrations that 
individuals embodied because of “trials and tribulations” they faced in society were 
often directed towards their romantic partners negatively. According to him, this 
appeared to destroy the secure attachments and efforts of Black men and women to 
establish their relationship with each other as “a place of refuge.” He expressed that the 
outlet that romantic partners may seek in each other—that “place of refuge” — “isn’t 
always a positive, supportive one. It’s usually attacking or a negative outlet or a 
punching bag lot of times” because individuals may not truly understand the other 
partner’s emotions around “trials and tribulations” or know how to handle them.  
According to KB, in spite of Black couples’ education and social economic 
success level, he seemed to believe that romantic partners have difficulties expressing 
emotions that arise due to racial oppressions, both individually and collectively as a 
couple in ways that are “positive and supportive.” Additionally, he also appeared to 
share a sense that Black men and women may not able to or do not know how to deal 
with these “trials and tribulations” in their individual lives and thus it wears on them 
individually. It then becomes difficult for couples to establish ways to effectively work 
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together, in ways that are “positive and supportive” to shield their relationship from the 
effects of these “trials and tribulations.” From participants’ narratives, it seemed that it 
may be difficult for individuals to recognize and even know how to deal with these 
“trials and tribulations” in their individual lives and it was therefore probably difficult 
for couples to know how to effectively prevent these “issues” from creating a wedge in 
their intimate bonds.  
Ms. Diva expressed similar sentiment to KB regarding the difficulties that Black 
men and women encountered in cultivating a “positive and supportive…safe place and 
refuge” in their relationships against the “trials and tribulations” they faced in society 
because of their race.  
Ms. Diva: …You know, I just think that ultimately if people stop thinking 
that relationships are easy, that’s half the battle. Especially the most 
oppressed race in United States’ history, like wouldn’t you think just in 
general just being a Black man, being a Black woman, you know, that’s a 
struggle within itself.  
So being able to support each other, that whole topic is just stressful 
thinking about it, more so being in it. The older I get, the more I’m saying 
like relationships are work, you know? I’m like you have to take that 
person’s feelings into consideration, their wants, their needs, sexually, 
mentally, physically, spiritually, take all that stuff into consideration. If 
not, what’s the purpose of being in a relationship? You might as well just 
be saying, oh, we’re just floating around. 
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Ms. Diva felt that, as a result of being “a part of the most oppressed race in the 
United States’ history,” establishing and maintaining intimate romantic relationships for 
Black men and women was not easy. She indicated that it was not easy because being a 
Black man and being a Black woman was “a struggle within itself.” Thus, “being able to 
support each other” while still carrying and attempting to deal with their own individual 
struggles as Black women and Black men is a “whole topic..[that]…[was] just stressful” 
for Ms. Diva to think about “more so [to] being in it.”  
Ms. Diva was expressing similar sentiment as other Black men and women in the 
sense that she felt and experienced that being a Black woman in the United States has its 
own challenges. Additionally, it appeared that  her experiences with and observations of 
Black men seemed to indicate to her that being a Black man in the United States had its 
own challenges as well. Hence, from participants’ lived experiences, it seemed that 
cultivating and being in a romantic relationship in which Black men and women are 
supportive of each other in ways that they understand each other’s individual struggles 
and truly have “each other’s backs” against racial oppressions was “stressful.” 
According to Ms. Diva, it appeared that establishing and sustaining a relationship in 
which both partners truly have “each other’s backs” is not an easy task within Black 
male-female intimate romantic relationships. This felt sense and experience from Ms. 
Diva and other participants might be related to participants’ expression that when “Black 
love works, it’s strong and it’s a beautiful thing.” Because from their lived experiences, 
participants  seemed to be aware that never married Black male-female relationships 
required a lot of work to cultivate a romantic bond that effectively shielded their 
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relationship from the “trials and tribulations” of being part of “the most oppressed race 
in the history of the United States.” 
It seemed that Ms. Diva felt that Black women and men needed to “stop thinking 
that relationships are easy,” because of the difficulties that seemed to come with truly 
creating a supportive “place of refuge” within Black male-female relationships. To her, 
the view that relationships were not easy was “half the battle” in establishing and 
maintaining a romantic relationship. She indicated that as became older, she recognized 
more that “relationships are work.” It appeared that she was intentionally taking into 
consideration her potential partner’s “feelings, wants, needs—sexually, mentally, 
physically, spiritually,” which seemed to require a lot of work and energy as she also 
considered her own “feelings, wants, needs—sexually, mentally, physically, spiritually.” 
For Ms. Diva, perceiving Black male-female relationships as work and actually doing the 
work with intentionality seemed to be “the purpose of being in a relationship.”  
Similar to other participants, she seemed to view Black male-female relationships 
as a place where Black men and women should have “each other’s backs,” work 
together by being considerate of each other’s individual struggles in society, and cultivate 
“a place of refuge” against the “trials and tribulations” that they faced outside of their 
relationships. Anything short of this seemed to Ms. Diva that individual Black men and 
women were not relating to each other with a purpose of supporting and shielding each 
other from the oppressions they faced in society due to their race. She emphasized this 
point by saying this: “If not, what’s the purpose of being in a relationship? You might as 
well just be saying, oh, we’re just floating around.”  
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Like Ms. Diva, Sara felt that Black male-female relationships were affected by the 
traumas of racial oppressions. 
Sara: I feel like there’s a lot of trauma surrounded around Black 
couples, which goes back to, of course, like slavery. Like certain things 
that – like landmark things that have happened in history … But 
identifying that, you know what, if I am choosing a Black partner, 
there’s probably going to be this trauma associated, there’s probably 
going to be some friction that I’m going to have to work through. And 
being mindful of that, as opposed to choosing a White man, where I may 
not have that type of friction or it would be a different type of friction, 
which I think would be more racially.”  
Consistent with Ms. Diva, Sara also acknowledged her awareness and recognition 
that the trauma associated with Black male-female romantic relationships would require 
effort in working through some the frictions connected with this trauma. Participants 
inferred that it may be possible that never married heterosexual Black men and women 
perceived being in relationship with each other to be stressful because of their individual 
and collective struggles with the “trial and tribulations” they endured in society because 
they belonged to “the most oppressed race in United States’ history.” 
Additionally participants’ lived experiences also seemed to indicate that being 
able to support each other in ways that were positive against the “trials and 
tribulations”—racial oppressions—that Black men and women faced outside of their 
relationships created relational stress for them individually and as a couple. Particularly, 
according to participants, it appeared that Black men and women’s lack of awareness and 
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inability to communicate effectively with each other about the impact of being part of 
“the most oppressed race” and the traumas of racial oppressions on their individual lives 
may be “wear[ing]” on their efforts to create “a positive and supportive place of refuge” 
with each other.  
Structural Descriptions of “Unspoken bond…Shared experience of trials and 
tribulations,” and subthemes “Having Each Other’s Backs” and “Shared Experiences of 
Trials and Tribulations Wear on the Relationship.” In interpreting their coupling 
relationship experiences, participants described their lived experiences of the theme of 
“Unspoken bond…shared experiences of trials and tribulations” as a critical 
characteristic of never married heterosexual Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationship experiences. Within the existential life worlds of lived space, lived time, 
lived body and lived other, participants described and interpreted the ways in which the 
experiences of “unspoken bond…shared experiences of trials and tribulations” 
contributed to positive experiences of  “having each other’s backs” as well as the 
negative effects of “shared trials and tribulations” on their coupling relationship 
experiences.  
Within the context of lived space, participants delineated the experiences of living 
in two worlds—the world outside and the world inside of their relationships. In making 
this distinction, participants stated: “I do think especially in the Black community there is 
so much pressure from the outside…Because you’re dealing with a lot of mess outside, so 
you don’t want to come home to deal with a lot of mess inside your house.” “It’s like no 
matter what you face out there, to know that you come home to someone that just really 
accepts you, and loves you, and has your back 150%...” The world outside of their 
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relationships represented the larger society, which was the lived space that they felt their 
lived body—mind, soul, and being—were constantly being bombarded with overt and 
covert racial discriminatory messages and acts. Participants felt that “Black people for 
pretty much our existence even until today in this country have gone through different 
trials and tribulations. Some were more relevant and apparent during the Civil Rights 
Movement and obviously during the slavery period, but there are still trials and 
tribulations that we go through now.” “Especially the most oppressed race in United 
States’ history, like wouldn’t you think just in general just being a Black man, being a 
Black woman, you know, that’s a struggle within itself.”  
Participants attested in their narratives that their lived bodies, basically their 
existence as Black beings and bodies in the lived spaced of the United States for “pretty 
much [their existence even until today in this country,” had been battered by racial 
oppressions they called “trials and tribulations,” “pressure from the outside world,” “lot 
of mess,” “a lot of trauma,” and “racism and discriminations.” One participant stated 
how these “pressures from the outside world” particularly related to Black male-female 
coupling relationships: “I think that’s especially important in Black male/female 
relationships because society tells us a lot of the time that we’re less than or that we 
can’t do this because we’re Black or we can’t X, Y, Z because of this. We have to jump 
through more hurdles.” Another participant vocalized, “I feel like there’s a lot of trauma 
surrounded around Black couples, which goes back to, of course, like slavery.”  
Participants in this study felt that the experiences and knowledge of overt and 
covert racial discriminatory messages and acts were “trials and tribulations” they had to 
endure as Black people, individually and collectively, in the lived space of the United 
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States throughout the lived time of history—“slavery period and civil right movement”—
to the present day. Because of the individual and collective experiences of these “trials 
and tribulations” as a result of their race, heterosexual Black men and women seemed to 
be able to share a lived relational connection and understanding with each other, which 
according to participants seemed to be attached to a sense of uniqueness in their relational 
experiences with each other. As participants explained, “To then be able to at some point 
come together, it’s like there’s an unspoken connection, I think, that kind of brings people 
together, which other ethnicities [races] I don’t think necessarily have that linkage.”  
Thus, because many Black men and women have “…been through something 
[individually] to get here… [as a couple]” there appeared to be a sense of pride, triumph, 
and survival attached to Black male-female romantic relationships. This, according to 
participants, seemed to allow Black men and women “as a race in this particular country 
[to] have a different kind of bond because we relate to the rest of our society in a 
different way that only a Black man and Black woman can understand - like there's 
something unspoken.” These lived relational connections seemed to create an “unspoken 
bond” between Black men and women that allowed them to experience shared sense of 
commonalities and togetherness as they “have each others’ backs” against racial 
oppressions in their efforts to establish and nurture quality relationships. 
Participants verbalized that their lived experiences of “trials and tribulations” as 
individuals and people belonging to the Black communities compelled them to create 
lived space of home, safe haven, refuge and shelter with each other, which represented 
their romantic relationships. It appeared that participants perceived and experienced their 
romantic relationships as an entity that embodied a place where they could complain 
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about their pain and hurts of the effects of overt and covert racism and discrimination that 
they experienced in the larger society—the lived space—outside the walls of their 
relationships. Within the walls of the lived space of their relationships, participants 
experienced their lived body within these spaces as safe, understood, acknowledged, 
validated, and comforted. As participants expressed:  
“Having to explain – you might not see the small signs of racism, so not 
having that aspect built in – kind of having somebody that’s on my team is 
good and bad because now we get treated twice as bad, but at least I have 
somebody that I can complain to...”  
“…It’s like no matter what you face out there, to know that you come 
home to someone that just really accepts you, and loves you, and has your 
back 150% that doesn’t matter. And I don’t think that another person can 
give me that but a Black man...” 
“…So I think what would be important to me, anyway, is having somebody 
who I feel like I can bear their burdens with them and be a place of refuge 
and not add to the stress...”  
Thus, it appeared that in the lived spaces of their relationships, participants 
experienced their lived bodies in relational connection with their romantic partners as an 
“unspoken connection” and a bond in which“[they] understand each other’s struggle…” 
as they hoped to cultivate “a safe place” where “they really have each other’s back.”  
Within the contexts of their lived experiences of cultivating heterosexual Black 
male-female intimate romantic relationships, participants expressed perceptions of these 
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relationships as being “strong and beautiful” in which Black men and women who had 
experienced “trials and tribulations” in their separate lives “come together” as a couple.  
They also felt that when Black men and women are able to make their 
relationships “work,” by securing it from the negative assaults of the outside world, this 
relationship could be “so powerful…[and] it’s a beautiful thing” that could “be a safe 
place to be.” Participant indicated that “so to see a quality relationship, it kind of just has 
a sense of being a lot stronger just because of what we have to go through individually, 
you know, before we come together.” Another participant expressed “yeah. I feel like, 
again, when it [Black male-female relationship] works, it’s so powerful. It should be a 
safe place to be.”  
However, for these participants, there seemed to be a sense of trepidation in their 
lived bodies. This seemed to be based on their awareness and knowledge of their 
experiences in the United States as “Black people, [who] for pretty much our [they] 
existence even until today in this country have gone through different trials and 
tribulations” as well as their realities as “ the most oppressed race in United States’ 
history [in which]… just being a Black man, being a Black woman…that’s a struggle 
within itself.” Based on the experiences of their lived bodies, space and time within 
United States’ current society and history, participants seemed to be extracting that  
Black male-female romantic relationships were not meant to survive because of the  
“[lots] of trauma surrounded around the relationships.” Consequently, it seemed that 
participants experienced the “pressures…and lot of mess from the outside” as obstacles 
to the growth and survival of their relationships. Thus, within their lived bodies, 
participants were concerned about the pressures of historical and present-day experiences 
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of racial oppression on their relationships even though they also expressed pride that 
Black couples were able to build “a refuge and have an “unspoken connection” within 
the lived space of their relationships despite these “trials and tribulations.”  
These concerns participants had within their lived bodies, spaces, times and 
relations, regarding Black male-female romantic relationships in the context of racial 
“trials and tribulations” were expressed in terms of awareness: “If I am choosing a 
Black partner, there’s probably going to be this trauma associated, there’s probably 
going to be some friction that I’m going to have to work through.” It appeared that never 
married heterosexual Black women and men were aware that, as a result of their shared 
racial “trials and tribulations,” cultivating and maintaining romantic attachment with 
each other may be difficult and would require a lot of work. Within  lifeworld realities of 
their coupling relationships and processes, participants also seemed to be indicating that 
establishing and sustaining romantic partnership between Black men and women required 
more than just the basic aspects of the functionality of romantic relationships with 
regards to paying attention to one’s  partner’s “wants and needs---sexually, mentally, 
physically, spiritually, [etc.]”  
It seemed that participants may also be concerned and saddened by the 
recognition that being in relationship with another Black man or woman brought about 
added pressures and obstacles of dealing with the emotions and stressors of being part of 
“the most oppressed race in the United States’ history.” Ironically, it appeared that the 
lived experiences of cultivating and maintaining relationship with each other within the 
context of these shared racial “trials and tribulations” fostered a sense of “an unspoken 
connection” and strong bond between Black men and women. Unfortunately, it also 
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appeared that, at the same time, these experiences of shared racial “trials and 
tribulations” served as barriers that impeded the survival and secure attachment of lived 
relational experiences between Black women and men as romantic partners.  
Thus, it appeared that, on one hand participants experienced their relationships as 
a “place of refuge,” where they could experience “unspoken connection.” On the other 
hand, they seemed weary in their hope that the lived space of Black male-female 
romantic relationships could truly “be a safe place”— a refuge and safe haven — from 
the “trials and tribulations” they experienced outside of their relationships. This sense of 
participants’ dampening hope of Black couple relationships as “a place of refuge…[that] 
works to have each other’s backs” may be attributed to their experiences that being in 
romantic relationships was “easy and hard,” “it require[d] lot of work,” and “it’s 
stressful.” It also seemed that awareness of other Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationships besides their own seemed to indicate that Black male-female romantic 
relationships required “a lot of work” or that they were difficult. Zaria expressed it this 
way: “So yeah – I think when Black love is true, it’s strong. So when it works it's 
beautiful, but unfortunately I don't see a lot of it working. When it comes together it's a 
beautiful thing.”  
Maintaining Relationships is like Building a Sandcastle on the Beach  
Textural Descriptions: In describing their overall experiences of dating and 
maintaining intimate romantic relationships, most participants interpreted their lived 
experiences as challenging, requiring lots of hard work. Donovan compared the 
experiences of never married Black men and women, like himself, in maintaining an 
intimate romantic relationship as “building a sandcastle on the beach.” To him, 
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sustaining relationships with Black women was “very labor-intensive” because “there’s 
constantly stuff working against you.” 
Donovan: It’s like – it’s you know what, it’s like building a sandcastle on 
the beach.    
Interviewer: Say more. How is that?      
Donovan: It’s like you can do it. If you have the right tools, it can 
definitely work. But there’s constantly stuff working against you; the 
sand in and of its self will blow away. It’s not really stable like you can 
form it, but five minutes later it will just fall apart. You have the wind and 
the waves kind of causing havoc as well. So if you do have the proper 
tools, and you have the patience and the work ethic, it will definitely work. 
But it’s not just going to fall together by its self…Very labor intensive.” 
According to Donovan, maintaining a relationship was not only “very labor-
intensive,” it also required “patience and the proper tools” to keep it from “fall[ing] 
apart.” Zaria concurred with Donovan. 
Zaria: I don't think I'm very good at that [maintaining relationships with 
Black men]. The longest relationship I had was two years and that was my 
first boyfriend. Ever since then I've been dating basically. My second 
boyfriend was only eight months - I've really gotten less tolerant. The last 
guy I was dating two months maybe - it's just like my patience is nothing 
now - I just cut them off. 
Interviewer: What do you attribute that to? 
Zaria: I'm just tired. I just feel like I can tell what he's about to do before 
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he's going to do it. I come into the situation like - he's probably got some 
other girl over there. Then once you show me you have another girl over 
there, I cut you off. I don't even have any more patience. I think I've gone 
to some point where I just shut my heart down. I'm just not like - I don't 
have any more patience anymore - I'm exhausted. I’m tired, you 
know?…Yeah, it doesn't take me long. I'm grown now, I don’t have time - 
it's not like oh fun kiddy stuff whatever, I need to be in love. I don't have 
time - once I see that you're going to do XYZ I shut it down. I don't have 
time for this anymore. 
For Zaria, not only was she expressing that she did not have “any more patience” 
in maintaining romantic relationships with Black men, she was also emphasizing that she 
was “exhausted and tired.” She felt so because, “I just feel like I can tell what he's about 
to do before he's going to do it. I come into the situation like - he's probably got some 
other girl over there. Then once you show me you have another girl over there, I cut you 
off.” Zaria’s exhaustion and tiredness seemed to relate to the confirmation of 
preconceived assumptions that she had about the men she coupled with. Particularly, she 
was emphasizing the betrayal of fidelity within these relationships. She addressed her 
limited patience in maintaining her relationships with these men as result of infidelity or 
“going to do XYZ,” she “just cut them off.” It appeared that her action of “cutting them 
off” and not attempting to maintain such relationships were connected to her protecting 
her heart or emotional self.  
She added, “I think I’ve gone to some point where I just shut my heart down.” 
The need to protect herself emotionally seemed to take more precedence for Zaria than 
244 
maintaining the relationships. Her self-protection seemed to be related to her past 
relationships experiences, her age and the desire to be in love, as she stated “I’m grown 
now, I don’t have time – it's not like oh fun kiddy stuff whatever, I need to be in love. I 
don’t have time – once I see that you’re going to do XYZ, I shut it down.” Like Zaria, Star 
also emphasized her own limited patience in maintaining intimate romantic relationships 
with Black men. Particularly, she focused on her efforts in maintaining her relationship 
with her boyfriend.  
Star: …I’m working on this in my current relationship, but I’ve been the 
type of person where, if something goes wrong, I just automatically want 
to leave. I just automatically want to break up; then after I calm down… I 
don’t know; I feel like some kind of action needs to take place; something 
needs to be done. If we’re not going to solve the problem, then I just got 
to go. I can’t deal with you anymore kind of thing…I don’t know because 
my parents have been married for 30 years. Where did I learn that from? I 
don’t know – I really don’t know where I learned that from. 
Star admitted that “if something goes wrong” in her relationships, she 
“automatically wants to leave” the relationship. She expressed that she was “working 
on” her tendencies to exit her relationships immediately problems arose. Particularly 
speaking about her current relationship, in which she had limited patience when efforts to 
resolve problems were not put into actions. She expressed that she did not know where 
she learned this attitude from because her parents had been married for 30 years. From 
her current lived experience with her boyfriend, Star gave an example of what she meant 
by “if something goes wrong” in maintaining their relationship. 
245 
Star: I don’t like to feel that I’m not being respected, so I’ll just give an 
example from my current relationship. We live together, so this is my 
place just as much as this is your place, and I feel disrespected if you 
don’t create boundaries with your friends. Like no, they can’t just come 
over and spend the night whenever they want to; and no, they can’t just 
tell you that they’re coming. They’ve got to – you know what I mean? Ask 
you, and then you talk to me and we agree on it. If I feel like – I don’t feel 
like that’s respecting the fact that I live here. So that’s something – respect 
is something that would make me… 
It appeared that for Star “being respected” was an important aspect of being in a 
romantic relationship. Maintaining her relationships seemed to be predicated on her 
feeling respected. It appeared that when she felt that she was “not being respected,” Star 
“automatically wants to leave” because “not being respected” was “something that 
[went] wrong” in the relationship. In grappling with the reason why “being respected” 
was critical to her in maintaining intimate romantic relationships with Black men, she 
expressed: 
Star: I know that Black people have to, in a lot of ways, fight for respect, 
so that could be a part of it. But I haven’t – I’ve never thought about that 
before.  
In narrating her lived experience of the reasons why being respected was critical 
to her in maintaining her intimate romantic relationships, Star realized that her affinity for 
respect could be related to her lived knowledge of the experiences of Black people “in a 
lot of ways, [have to] fight for respect.” Thus, Star’s need for respect in maintaining her 
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relationships could be related to the situation that she was a Black person and a Black 
woman. Like Zaria, it appeared that Star also vocalized a need to protect herself and this 
self-protection seemed to materialize as advocation for “respect.”  
For the women in this study, emphasis on protecting self and limited patience was 
critical to their efforts in maintaining intimate romantic relationships with Black men. In 
addition to Zaria and Star, Ms. Diva felt that maintaining relationship with Black men 
was “difficult.” She also expressed that her “lack of vulnerability” which she used as a 
“defense mechanism” because she had “been hurt in the past” made it difficult for her to 
maintain intimate romantic relationship with Black men.  
Ms. Diva: Difficult…Sometimes I haven’t been truthful with myself about 
what I wanted and what I was feeling. So in turn I wasn’t truthful with 
them about what I wanted and what I was feeling. Then you know, just 
them not being truthful and not necessarily like in an infidelity way, but 
just not being forthcoming about feelings and thoughts. That lack of 
vulnerability, again, because us as a people, we have that pride issue, 
which I’m still struggling with in my current situation, the pride thing…So 
it’s like because I know that I have been hurt in the past, it’s a defense 
mechanism that I throw up. You know, so I need to protect that 
vulnerability.  
While the women in the study highlighted the need to protect their heart, time, 
energy, and emotion in maintaining intimate romantic relationship with Black men, the 
men also expressed the time and effort that went into maintaining relationships with 
Black women.  
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DL felt that his experiences maintaining relationship with Black women, were 
“not easy” because of the “power struggle” he encountered in these relationships.  
DL: It’s not easy by any means. It really isn’t, it’s not easy… I’m a Black 
man so I can only speak from my experiences. It’s rough. I told you that 
whole power struggle thing. Yes, it’s rough. I don’t think any Black 
relationship is exempt from it, honestly. 
According to DL, the need to have power within Black male-female relationships 
affects Black men and women’s efforts to maintain relationship with each other. DL felt 
that the struggle for power made maintaining relationships with Black women “not 
easy…rough.” The struggle for power within these relationships could be related to a 
need for a sense of validation, assurance, and acceptance. Star indicated that “respect” 
seemed to be the critical element in maintaining romantic relationships with Black men. 
Donovan asserted that “reassuring the trust” because the “Black cultural experience” 
seemed to portray men as “untrustworthy” added to the difficulties in Black men’s 
efforts to maintain romantic relationships with Black women.  
Donovan: Generally, the biggest hardship to maintaining a relationship 
with a Black woman is reassuring the trust... But I think in the case of 
Black cultural experience, it’s written in our culture that men are 
untrustworthy. So it’s not only just trying to reassure her trust, but it’s 
like she’s given messages everyday about how untrustworthy men are. 
I’m given every day about how untrustworthy men are, and I might even 
take those messages that I get from TV and whatever, and then project it 
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onto her [his girlfriend]. So I’m actually fighting a battle that’s not even 
there. 
Donovan seemed to be expressing that the messages that Black men and women 
received from society regarding men, in this case that Black men, were “untrustworthy” 
and this seemed to be  “biggest hardship” that Black men faced in maintaining intimate 
romantic relationships with Black women. He also implied that he was fighting a battle 
that he did not think he should be fighting. From Donovan’s narrative, it seemed that this 
battle generated relational distress between him and his girlfriend, Roxanne, because he 
constantly had to fight the negative perception that a Black male is “untrustworthy.” He 
also seemed to be indicating that Black women may perceive Black men as 
“untrustworthy” and that Black men may also interact with Black women in ways that 
perpetuate this negative view. Thus, as a Black man, Donovan experienced maintaining a 
relationship with a Black woman to be difficult because he had to constantly “reassure 
the trust” between them in relationship.  
Donovan’s experience and general statement of the difficulty “reassuring the 
trust” in relationships with Black women and the perception of Black males as 
“untrustworthy” also seemed to relate to Zaria’s response about her relationship with 
Black men. She expressed a sense of skepticism, even before she “come[s] into the 
situation—[relationship].” She illustrated: “I come into the situation like - he's probably 
got some other girl over there. Then once you show me you have another girl over there, 
I cut you off… Once I see that you're going to do XYZ I shut it down. I don't have time for 
this anymore.” Zaria’s response seemed to confirm Donovan’s experience. And like him, 
Zaria appeared to have been projecting the assumption that Black males were 
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“untrustworthy” even before she engaged in the aspects of maintaining romantic 
relationships with potential mates. This seemed to result in not having enough patience to 
maintain a romantic relationship with Black men because she felt the need to protect her 
heart and “shut down or cut off” her trust for them. This assumption that Black men were 
“untrustworthy,” seemed to generate relational “hardship” in maintaining romantic 
relationships between Black women and men. Rocky’s experience with his girlfriend 
confirmed this as well as Donovan’s statement about the “biggest hardship to maintain 
relationships with a Black woman is reassuring the trust.” 
Consistent with Donovan, Rocky felt that it was “work” maintaining a 
relationship with his girlfriend, particularly in reassuring her that he was “not a cheater” 
and that he was “going to treat [her] good.” 
Rocky: My experience in trying to maintain this particular relationship – 
we’ve gone through our problems, like any relationship. I think my 
girlfriend was more ready to leave at the sound of trouble for an argument 
or something she doesn’t like. She’s ready to go, and I’m more relaxed; 
we’ll talk about it; it’s no big deal as long as it – my big thing is, and I’m 
really serious about this, I’m not a cheater, and I’m going to treat you 
good…But maintaining the relationship is work, but not unexpected 
work. 
According to the lived experiences of the male participants, it appeared that never 
married Black men experienced maintaining intimate romantic relationships with Black 
women as “work.” KB precisely expressed this view by indicating that he felt “the 
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motivation isn’t always there to maintain the relationship because relationships take a lot 
of work and take a lot of time from Black males.”  
KB:…I would say that just maintaining relationships, I guess, kind of the 
challenge that I know some Black men get into is the fact that you kind of 
feel like if you’re successful, however you define that, it’s a lot easier to 
leave than to stay. So I think the motivation isn’t always there to maintain 
the relationships because relationships take a lot of work and take a lot of 
time from Black males….You’re always thinking, “Well, I could walk 
down the street and get 10 numbers if I wanted to,” at least for the males 
in my circle. So sometimes that motivation to keep a relationship working 
isn’t always as strong as it should be…So I think it becomes a challenge to 
maintain that motivation to work on a relationship. 
In KB’s lived experiences, it seemed that Black males in his “circle” who were 
“successful” felt that “it’s a lot easier to leave than to stay” in relationships with Black 
women because the men may be thinking, “well, I could walk down the street and get 10 
numbers if I wanted to.” Thus, according to KB, the challenge for some Black men in 
maintaining romantic relationships may be the limited “motivation to work on a 
relationship” because they sensed that it may be easier for them to find another romantic 
partner. Unfortunately, this view that “it’s a lot easier to leave than to stay… well, I 
could walk down the street and get 10 numbers if I wanted to,” from the vantage point of 
Black women, may relate to Donovan’s perception of the ways in which Black men may 
perpetuate the negative stereotype of Black men as “untrustworthy” in relationship with 
Black women. 
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Great Guy confirmed KB’s assessment that the incentive to maintain relationships 
for Black men seemed be limited or not present because sustaining these relationships 
appeared to be time-consuming and labor-intensive for them, particularly for Black males 
who consider themselves to be successful. Great Guy expressed this sentiment when he 
stated,  
Great Guy: I don't really take it that deep. I guess like me, I'm a little 
nonchalant. People have told me that maybe that's a fault that they don't 
like because I'm not - I just take things for what they are. I feel like I 
consider myself a good person. I'm not - out here, I've grown to know that 
it's not a good deal to be playing with people's hearts and trying to be an 
ass and stuff like that. So I'm not in the nature of doing that. I don't even 
aspire to do it.  
Then also, I'm a grown up so I've got things that I work for that I could 
lose dealing with all these issues and problems of somebody I invite into 
my circle. So I'm not necessarily trying to force the issue. If I like you and 
I make an approach and you don't like me, I'm not taking it so deep. If you 
do like me and we have a couple of dates, if we have sex - I'm not taking it 
that deep. Not initially - I'm not jumping into me/you - I kind of take it for 
what it is and be cool and level-headed about it.  
Great Guy felt the need to protect “things that [he] work[ed] for,” essentially 
connecting with that need for self-protection expressed by other participants. Both 
women and men seemed to describe the need for self-preservation, whether in terms of 
safeguarding their emotions, dignities, times, energies, and things they have labored over, 
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as barriers to maintaining their romantic relationships. Participants seemed focused on 
independent protection of self from their partner or potential partner due to factors that 
may be occurring or have occurred within the relationship, past relationships, 
experiences, and outside of the relationship.  
In explicating his analogy that maintaining romantic relationship between Black 
women and men was “like building a sandcastle on the beach,” Donovan indicated 
factors that contributed to the difficulties that Black men and women experienced in their 
efforts to sustain their relationships. 
Donovan: …it’s like building a sandcastle on the beach…It’s like you can 
do it. If you have the right tools, it can definitely work. But there’s 
constantly stuff working against you; the sand in and of its self will blow 
away. It’s not really stable like you can form it, but five minutes later it 
will just fall apart. You have the wind and the waves kind of causing havoc 
as well. So if you do have the proper tools, and you have the patience and 
the work ethic, it will definitely work. But it’s not just going to fall 
together by its self…Very labor intensive. 
Interviewer: If you can go over the analogy, what would you say the waves 
and the wind are in Black male-female relationships?      
Donovan: The culture is the ocean. The wave that comes in and causes the 
most havoc is the culture. The stereotypes that we deal with, I would say 
that is like the wind because it’s constantly blowing. You can deal with it if 
you have great communication to deal with it, but it’s something that’s 
constantly there. 
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It seemed that Donovan felt that never married Black men and women may be 
building their relationships within a “culture” similar to “the wave that comes in and 
causes the most havoc” on their relationships. This imagery symbolized factors outside 
of the relationship such as past relational difficulties, preconceived assumptions about 
each other as Black men and women, and fears of vulnerabilities with regards to lack of 
trust that one’s partner has one’s best interests at heart. Thus, it appeared that Black 
women and men seem to hold each other at an arm’s length as they battle with the 
“waves that come in and causes the most havoc” on their efforts to maintain the 
“unspoken connection” and “safe haven” they were cultivating with each other. 
Donovan also felt that the stereotypes that Black men and women dealt with in society 
represented the wind “because it’s constantly blowing.” He felt that the way to deal with 
the stereotypes was through “great communication” and even with the “great 
communication,” he expressed that “it’s something that’s constantly there” wearing on 
their relationships.  
Donovan was indicating that partners had to be aware of the influences of “the 
culture—wave that comes in and causes the most havoc as well as the stereotypes—wind 
that is constantly blowing” on their relationships. Thus, the constant effects of “the 
wind” and “the wave” on never married Black men and women created a coupling 
context in which “lots of work” was required in terms of mental and emotional energies, 
time commitment, and motivation to have “great communication” to deal with the 
constant influences of the culture and stereotypes on their relationships.   
Structural Descriptions of “maintaining relationships is like building a 
sandcastle on the beach”: The life worlds represented within this theme were lived 
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space, lived body and lived relation to others. In describing and interpreting their 
experiences of maintaining intimate romantic relationships with current romantic partners 
and potential romantic partners, participants overwhelmingly emphasized that such a 
process was difficult, required work emotionally, and was time-consuming. 
Within the lived space context of maintaining romantic relationships, participants 
expressed a felt sense of psychological, emotional and relational difficulties. Participants 
expressed that maintaining these relationships were challenging, stressful, rough, very 
labor- intensive, exhausting, difficult and requiring patience, vulnerability, and proper 
tools of communication. Participants felt that maintaining romantic relationships was 
difficult and not easy because the lived space that seemed to hold their relationships felt 
like a beach in which the relationships symbolized a sandcastle. In building these 
sandcastles on the beach, participants experienced that sustaining the stability and 
longevities of these relationships required intense labor, patience, and motivation because  
“there’s constantly stuff working against [it…and]…the sand in and of its self will blow 
away.” In addition, “the wind and the waves kind of causing havoc as well” on 
participants’ efforts to maintain these relationships. As participants articulated,  
“I don't have time - once I see that you're going to do XYZ I shut it down. I 
don't have time for this anymore” 
 “If something goes wrong, I just automatically want to leave. I just 
automatically want to break up”  
“I think my girlfriend was more ready to leave at the sound of trouble for 
an argument or something she doesn’t like… my big thing is, and I’m 
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really serious about this, I’m not a cheater, and I’m going to treat you 
good…But maintaining the relationship is work” and  
“…maintaining relationships.. kind of the challenge that I know some 
Black men get into is the fact that you kind of feel like if you’re successful, 
however you define that, it’s a lot easier to leave than to stay... So I think 
the motivation isn’t always there to maintain the relationships because 
relationships take a lot of work and take a lot of time from Black males…” 
It appeared that maintaining romantic relationships for never married heterosexual 
Black men and women within the lived space context of “a sandcastle on a beach” 
evoked a sense of uncertainty about the stability of the relationships and fear that these 
relationships would “fall apart” quickly. Within this lived space of their efforts to 
maintain their romantic relationships, participants felt and experienced that it took time, 
hard work, and motivation to prevent the relationships from “fall[ing] apart.”  
Participants also seemed to be expressing that within the lived space of the 
environment—“the beach”—that held their relationships, factors such as past relational 
experiences, and societal perceptions of who they were as Black men and women seemed 
to be “causing havoc” on their efforts to form stable romantic relationships. These 
factors seemed to add to their sense of fear and uncertainty regarding the stability and 
longevity of their relationships. Participants vocalized,  
“I think in the case of Black cultural experience, it’s written in our culture 
that men are untrustworthy. So it’s not only just trying to reassure her 
trust, but it’s like she’s given messages everyday about how untrustworthy 
men are. I’m given every day about how untrustworthy men are, and I 
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might even take those messages that I get from TV and whatever, and then 
project it onto her [his girlfriend]. So I’m actually fighting a battle that’s 
not even there.”  
“I think my girlfriend was more ready to leave at the sound of trouble for 
an argument or something she doesn’t like. She’s ready to go, and I’m 
more relaxed; we’ll talk about it; it’s no big deal as long as it – my big 
thing is, and I’m really serious about this, I’m not a cheater, and I’m 
going to treat you good…But maintaining the relationship is work.”  
“I just feel like I can tell what he's about to do before he's going to do it. I 
come into the situation like - he's probably got some other girl over there. 
Then once you show me you have another girl over there, I cut you off. I 
don't even have any more patience.” 
“I don’t like to feel that I’m not being respected… I don’t feel like that’s 
respecting the fact that I live here. So that’s something – respect is 
something that would make me… I just automatically want to break up… if 
something goes wrong…[because] …I know that Black people have to, in 
a lot of ways, fight for respect, so that could be a part of it.”  
Within their lived space and lived bodies, it appeared that assumptions, past 
relational experiences of Black men as “untrustworthy”, and internalized perpetuations 
of this stereotype might make the relational experiences of maintaining romantic 
relationships between Black women and men difficult. In which Black male-female 
romantic relationship required “very intense lobar and work” on the part of the male in 
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“reassuring the trust” with Black women that they were “trustworthy—not a cheater and 
going to treat [them]”as well.  
Such constant labor to reassurance of trust about one’s character probably 
generates a sense of frustration, sadness, and dejection on the part of Black men in their 
effort to maintain their relationship with Black women. Concurrently, this negative 
stereotype of Black men as “untrustworthy” seemed to caste a sense of skepticism and 
doubt on the minds and hearts of Black women regarding the character of Black men as 
“untrustworthy.” As a participant precisely indicated, Black men and women are 
attempting to nurture their relationship with each other in a lived space embedded in a 
culture that represented “…the ocean. The wave that comes in and causes the most havoc 
is the culture. The stereotypes that we deal with…is… the wind because it’s constantly 
blowing. You can deal with it if you have great communication to deal with it, but it’s 
something that’s constantly there.” 
Within their lived bodies, the relational consequences of constant doubt, 
skepticism, frustration, sadness, dejection, and even inadequacies in not being able to 
maintain their relationships probably evoked the emotions and experiences of fatigue, 
lack of respect, trust, patience, vulnerabilities, and motivation in maintaining intimate 
romantic relationships. As participants expressed, 
“I don’t like to feel that I’m not being respected… respect is something 
that would make me… I just automatically want to break up… if something 
goes wrong…[because] …I know that Black people have to, in a lot of 
ways, fight for respect, so that could be a part of it”  
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“I'm just tired…I don't even have any more patience. I think I've gone to 
some point where I just shut my heart down. I'm just not like - I don't have 
any more patience anymore - I'm exhausted. I’m tired...” 
“…So I think the motivation isn’t always there to maintain the 
relationships because relationships take a lot of work and take a lot of 
time from Black males…” 
“It’s not easy by any means. It really isn’t, it’s not easy… I’m a Black man 
so I can only speak from my experiences.”  
“Difficult…Sometimes I haven’t been truthful with myself about what I 
wanted and what I was feeling. So in turn I wasn’t truthful with them 
about what I wanted and what I was feeling. Then… just them [Black men] 
not being truthful and not necessarily like in an infidelity way, but just not 
being forthcoming about feelings and thoughts. That lack of vulnerability, 
again, because us as a people, we have that pride issue…So it’s like 
because I know that I have been hurt in the past, it’s a defense mechanism 
that I throw up. You know, so I need to protect that vulnerability.”  
Within their lived relation, in maintaining their romantic relationships, it appeared 
that heterosexual never married Black women and men in this study felt the need to fight 
for trust and respect as well as to protect themselves psychologically and emotionally. In 
considering the lived space and lived body within Black male-female romantic 
relationships, it appeared that the lived relation men and women may experience with 
each other is a sense of “holding each other at an arm’s length.” It speaks to a relational 
sense of separation in which Black women and men struggled to be validated, seen as 
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trustworthy, respected, accepted, and measured by the true content of their character and 
not by assumptions within their romantic relationships. Such relational, emotional, and 
psychological struggles seemed to contribute to the difficulties, hardship, roughness, and 
hard work that Black men and women experienced in maintaining romantic relationships 
with each other. As one participant exclaimed: “It’s rough. I told you that whole power 
struggle thing. Yes, it’s rough. I don’t think any Black relationship is exempt from it, 
honestly.”    
It is possible that Black men and women’s “motivation to work on a relationship” 
is influenced in aversive ways if never married Black men and women perceived and 
experienced their relationships as “not easy,” “labor intensive,” consisting of “hardship 
[of constant] reassurance of trust” and “power struggle.” It is also possible that these 
women and men may be engaging in some aspects of self-protection in the sense that 
they may feel “the need to protect [their] vulnerabilit[ies]”if they experienced felt 
senses of fear and uncertainty about the stability and longevity of their relationships. 
Hence, it is probably that the quest for self-protection also serves as a defense mechanism 
that may influence the level of motivation, time, emotional energy, psychological energy, 
and relational investment that Black men and women may be willing to put into a 
romantic relationship. 
Synthesis of Category 1: “Experiences of cultivating and maintaining intimate 
romantic relationships”  
Within this first category, two core themes seemed to describe the experiences of 
never married heterosexual Black men and women in cultivating and maintaining 
intimate romantic relationships.  
1. Black male-female romantic relationships could be a “place of refuge” 
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2. It is “difficult” to maintain Black male-female romantic relationships 
Because of their shared sense of commonalities and togetherness based on their 
racial and cultural identity as Black people, participants felt that the experiences of 
cultivating romantic relationship with Black women or Black men “start[ed] off good at 
the beginning.” For the overwhelming majority of participants, establishing a romantic 
relationship with a Black partner who shared similar racial and cultural identities was 
critical in the initial coupling process between men and women. Participants felt “it’s 
been good [developing a relationship because] just being able to relate just because of 
the culture… I like that I look in the mirror and I see someone brown like me.” 
Participants felt that having similar racial and cultural backgrounds with potential partner 
and current partner allowed for an “unspoken bond,” connection, communication, and 
understanding in which they felt that they did not need to explain themselves and were 
accepted for who they were. There was a consistent feeling of being “free and feeling 
secure” at the beginning of these relationships because participants shared a similar racial 
and cultural background with potential partner or current partner. Participants expressed 
“just having that person to be able to relate to…They make you feel beautiful, they make 
me feel secure, I can laugh with them, I can be free, I can be myself with them. It's kind of 
like you're dating you - you can be free.”  
Although the aspect of sharing similar racial and cultural backgrounds seemed to 
be significant in establishing romantic relationships initially, most of the participants also 
made distinctions regarding the importance of “shared experience of trials and 
tribulations.” For many of the participants having a shared sense of commonalities and 
togetherness based on Black men and women’s collective racial experiences in the United 
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States made them feel a sense of bond, security, and attachment with a potential Black 
partner or current partner.  
Participants expressed that they could “relate to each other a lot better because 
there are shared experiences. Despite the fact that we’re different sexes, there are shared 
experiences that we go through because of our ethnicity. So I think that allows for a little 
stronger unspoken communication, at least from the start, in a relationship.” They felt 
pride, validation, and comfort in knowing that potential partners or current partners could 
notice implicit and explicit racism they faced in society without having to explain them. 
Participants felt that “having to [not] explain…small signs of racism...[having] somebody 
that I can complain to” about racism was a great aspect of their relationship.  
The experiences of “shared racial trials and tribulations” allowed participants to 
develop a sense of “stronger unspoken communication,” understanding, support, and 
acceptance in their relationships with current partners and potential partners. Participants 
explained that the experiences of “shared racial trials and tribulations” “…[is] like no 
matter what you face out there, to know that you come home to someone that just really 
accepts you, and loves you, and has your back 150% that doesn’t matter…” As a result, 
most of the participants felt a sense of importance in “having somebody who [they] feel” 
together they could bear each other’s “burden and be a place of refuge and not add to the 
stress” they faced in society because of racial oppressions. Although some participants 
articulated their experience in cultivating and maintaining romantic relationship as “great 
and good,” the overwhelming majority of participants expressed a desire for Black male-
female romantic relationships to be a place of escape and sanctuary from the racial 
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“trials, tribulations, a lot trauma, a lot of struggles surrounded around” these 
relationships.  
Participants felt that the shared racial “trials and tribulations” they “face in 
society over time wear” on the feelings of the unspoken connection, security, 
togetherness and attachment they experienced initially in their coupling relationships. For 
most of the participants, stressors from the outside world because Black men and women 
shared similar history and struggles with racial oppressions, in which “society tells us a 
lot of the time that we’re less than or that we can’t do this because we’re Black or we 
can’t X, Y, Z because of this. We have to jump through more hurdles” negatively affect 
their efforts to nurture their relationships into a “place of refuge” from the outside world. 
Participants described “…but then over time, I think a lot of the issues that we face in 
society kind of wear on us… unfortunately, [who] is usually at the receiving end of our 
frustration is usually our [partner]…”  
Most of the participants felt having shared experiences of “trials and 
tribulations” because of racial oppressions with current and potential partners was 
“good” and made their experiences of cultivating and being in romantic relationship 
“easy.” It gave them a sense of being on “the same team.” At the same time, these 
participants also felt that shared experiences of racially based “trials and tribulations” 
made their cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationships with Black 
partners “difficult and hard.” Participants expressed “it’s easy and it’s hard…you’re 
from the same place so I kind of know your history… But it’s also hard because we’re 
from the same place I know what your struggles are; your struggles and my struggles are 
the same, and yours sometimes are more magnified than mine, so it’s good and it’s bad.” 
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“…having somebody that’s on my team is good and bad because now we get treated 
twice as bad.”  
For most participants, the effects of shared racially based “trials and tribulations” 
made the experiences of establishing and sustaining a romantic relationship with Black 
women or men challenging. Although participants felt that these relationships could be 
“a place of refuge” from the racial stressors they encountered in society, they also sensed 
that preventing these stressors from infiltrating their romantic bond was impossible. 
The feeling that maintaining romantic relationships between Black men and 
women was emotionally and psychologically “difficult and labor-intensive” was 
expressed by the overwhelming majority of participants. One participant felt that 
maintaining these relationships was like “building a sandcastle on the beach, [in which] 
stuff like stereotypes.” In which Black men and women were constantly working against 
these stereotypes to sustain their relationships. Most of the participants felt a sense of 
fragility, uncertainty, and dejection about their efforts to sustain a stable, long-term, and 
committed romantic relationship with Black male or female partner. Participants 
expressed: “It’s rough [maintaining relationships]…that whole power struggle thing. 
Yes, it’s rough. I don’t think any Black relationship is exempt from it.” “… if something 
goes wrong, I just automatically want to leave. I just automatically want to break 
up…[because]…I know that Black people have to, in a lot of ways, fight for respect, so 
that could be a part of it.”  
Participants felt the negative messages they received in society about themselves, 
treatment in society based on their racial identity, and their past relational experiences 
diminished the levels of trust, motivation, and attachment they devoted to maintaining 
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current relationships. These participants asserted that “lack of vulnerability, again, 
because us as a people, we have that pride issue…the pride thing…so it’s like because I 
know that I have been hurt in the past, it’s a defense mechanism that I throw up…I need 
to protect that vulnerability.” “Generally, the biggest hardship to maintaining a 
relationship with a Black woman is reassuring the trust...in the case of Black cultural 
experience, it’s written in our culture that men are untrustworthy. So it’s not only just 
trying to reassure her trust, but it’s like she’s given messages everyday about how 
untrustworthy men are.”  
Most of the participants expressed dominant feelings of exhaustion, frustration 
and sadness regarding the amount of “work” required to emotionally, psychologically 
and relationally maintain Black male-female intimate romantic relationships. However, 
one participant shared a sense of hopefulness that “if you have the right tools, [Black 
male-female romantic relationships] can definitely work.” He added having “great 
communication to deal with” racially based societal stressors, which are elements 
“constantly” in the experiences of Black men and women cultivating and maintaining 
intimate romantic relationships may be effective. 
General Themes for Category 2: Attitudes about the influences of socio-historical, 
socio-cultural and socio-structural factors on coupling experiences 
1. Socio-historical context 
a. The Imposition of whiteness 
i.  Constant Imposition of whiteness 
ii. Relational Effects of Constant Imposition of whiteness 
b. Residual effects of slavery  
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i. Lack of awareness of the imposition of whiteness and residual 
effects of slavery 
ii. Awareness may lead to understanding of self and potential 
romantic partner 
2. Socio-cultural context 
a. “Rarity of Positive versus Prevalence of Negative Black male-female 
Romantic Relationships” 
i. “Putting things in people’s minds” 
b. Internalized Racial Stereotypes 
i. Bidirectional Internalized Racial Stereotypes  
ii. Checking Off the Racial Stereotype/Assumption List 
iii. “Putting Forth a Front” 
iv. Function and Effects of “Putting Forth a Front” 
3. Socio-structural context 
a. “Silent Killer”: Explicit and Implicit Racism  
b. Attitudes about income, employment and educational imbalance  
i. Relational meaning of income, employment and educational 
imbalance on relationships 
c. Societal and Self-induced Pressure 
i. Fear of not performing “provider role” 
Socio-historical Context 
Textural Descriptions: Participants expressed the influences of socio-historical 
factors on the coupling experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and 
women. They particularly focused explicitly on the influence of slavery and implicitly on 
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the effects of the imposition of whiteness on the identities and lives of Black men and 
women and by extension, the process of their intimate romantic relationships.  
The Imposition of whiteness  
Firefly profoundly described the imposition of white supremacist ideology that 
was used to justify the enslavement of Africans, by professing, “Black people were… 
three-fifths of humans.” Firefly illustrated the ways in which this imposition of whiteness 
on the psyches of both Black and White people created a destructive generational myth 
that “white way is the better way,” constructing a socio-historical context that forever 
altered Black peoples’ perceptions of themselves and each other.  
Firefly: So I think slavery, in particular, Black people were called three-
fifths of humans. A Black person was three-fifths of what a human being 
was. So that already was kind of I feel like where white supremacy in a lot 
of ways started to be instilled in us. Like, ‘No, we are better than you, 
just so you know’...  
So I think that, again, just this idea that white is better or white being seen 
as more desirable, I think, because I’m sure at some point it started to 
mess with their [Black men and women] minds, like, “Wow, if I had a 
choice, I would choose to be white because clearly being Black is the short 
end of the stick.”  
That’s where we got a lot of like relaxers and things like that which came 
up in the ’60s and straightening your hair because you wanted to fit in; or 
if you were light-skinned enough, you would try to pass because it was just 
easier. We could look back and try to judge them now, but I’m like, look, I 
can’t even relate to what it must have been like to live during those times. 
267 
If I was alive during that time, I might have passed too because I don’t 
want dogs chasing me down the street [because] I want to be able to go to 
school and all these things. So for generations and generations we were 
told that the white way is the better way.  
Firefly seemed to be articulating that slavery was one of the vehicles for the 
imposition of whiteness on the lives of Black people. She felt that by instilling the notion 
of white supremacy—“no, we are better than you, just so you know…”—through 
inhuman legal laws and brutal practices that perpetuated the falsehood that “a Black 
person was three-fifths…a human being,” Firefly sensed that the imposition of whiteness 
sadly took root in the psyches of Black people by “messing with their minds.”  Firefly 
felt that such mental agony of being perceived and treated as “three-fifth of a human 
being” because of one’s African features, values, and dark skin and being forced to 
believe that European features, values, and light skin were “the better way and more 
desirable” created a psychological and emotional dissonance in the minds and souls of 
Black people. In which they began to internalize the racist messages and imageries that 
being Black was “the short-end of the stick” and being white was “the better way.”  
According to Firefly, in efforts to survive the cruel realities and inhuman 
experiences that Black people suffered from the hands of white oppressors for many 
generations, Black men and women internalized the imposition of whiteness. They began 
to use whiteness as a measure of their own worth to fit into white society, altering their 
physical appearance and becoming concerned with the issue of skin color. She explained, 
“that’s where we got a lot of like relaxers and things like that which came up in the ’60s 
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and straightening your hair because you wanted to fit in; or if you were light-skinned 
enough, you would try to pass because it was just easier.” 
Firefly tried to place herself in the position of her ancestors by saying, “We could 
look back and try to judge them now, but I’m like, look, I can’t even relate to what it must 
have been like to live during those times. If I was alive during that time, I might have 
passed too because I don’t want dogs chasing me down the street [because] I want to be 
able to go to school and all these things.” In empathizing with her ancestors and not 
being able to “even relate to what it must have been like to live during those times,” 
Firefly still believed that the imposition of whiteness on the minds and souls of her 
ancestors has had damaging effects on “generations and generations” of her people, 
because “we were told that white way is the better way.” From this statement, Firefly 
seemed to feel that the generations of Black people during slavery and in the past were 
not the only ones who may have succumbed to the imposition of whiteness. She also 
seemed to believe that she and her Black peers have also internalized these impositions of 
whiteness into their psyches.  
Similarly, KB and Angie described how the imposition of whiteness on the 
identities of Black people stemming from slavery still informed the roles that were placed 
on Black people in present day society, the way society perceived Black people, and the 
way Black people perceived each other. Both participants felt that these roles anchored 
within the historical context of white supremacist ideology and practices have great 
influences on the coupling processes and context of Black heterosexual romantic 
relationships.  
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KB: So it’s hard when, I think, for so long society has kind of dictated the 
roles that we play in this country. So it’s hard for us to kind of break free 
and make identities for ourselves. If we were set free but without any 
identity, you have nothing to do but to take on what someone else says 
your identity is…Right. I mean we had the names of our owners. By the 
time we were set free, we had really no connection to where we were from. 
So for Blacks in this society, we’re kind of a clean canvas. We had those in 
charge to paint a picture of how they wanted us to be. That picture is 
constantly evolving. 
From a historical perspective, KB implicitly referenced to “society” and “those in 
charge” as people of European descent who captured, colonized, and enslaved Africans. 
By stripping Africans of their names, cultures, and identities—essentially disconnecting 
them from their Afrocentric identities and worldviews—Eurocentric worldviews and 
notions of who whites believed and thought Blacks should be, were imposed on Blacks.  
KB expressed: “We had those in charge to paint a picture of how they wanted us 
to be. That picture is constantly evolving.” KB felt that this imposition of whiteness on 
the lives of Blacks was a practice that is “constantly evolving.” In order words, such 
imposition of whiteness was still present in contemporary society and constantly 
influenced Black men and women today.  
In addressing the effects of slavery as a byproduct of the imposition of white 
supremacy on heterosexual Black romantic relationships, Angie felt that “slave 
owners”—white people painted the picture of Black men and women as “being strong 
and powerful.” Consequently, Angie felt that Black men and women viewed each other 
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as “strong and powerful” in relationships and thus had such high expectations of each 
other in the way they should relate.  
Angie: Just because I feel like slavery – slavery has influenced a lot of 
stuff, but thinking about relationships, I feel like during slavery, the 
strong Black man was the prize. The slave owners – they wanted the 
strongest, they wanted the biggest because they needed whatever done and 
they wanted it done quick, fast, and in a hurry…I think that has influenced 
a lot of about how Black women view Black men as far as being strong 
and powerful. And I feel like slavery also influenced how Black women are 
always viewed as strong – strong Black woman. A lot of that plays into, I 
feel like, the expectations of how men are supposed to behave in 
relationships, as well as how women are supposed to behave. .It’s also 
influenced the whole light-skinned, dark-skinned thing and some of the, I 
guess, preoccupation of having a light-skinned woman with long hair 
because of the women who worked in the field versus the women who 
worked in the house. 
Angie seemed to be indicating that the imposition of whiteness and Eurocentric 
views of blackness as this related to Black men and women in intimate romantic 
relationships probably created misplaced expectations between Black men and women. 
The “strong and powerful” roles devoid of emotional attachment that Black men and 
women had to play in white society during slavery affected present day relational 
interactions between Black men and women in which, they tend to perceive each other as 
independently “strong and powerful.” Additionally, Angie felt that the imposition of 
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whiteness on standards of skin color that distinguished dark-skinned women and light-
skinned women based on “the women who worked in the field versus the women who 
worked in the house” influenced heterosexual never married Black intimate romantic 
relationships presently.  
Angie seemed to be indicating that the “light-skinned, dark-skinned thing” 
created a cultural imposition of whiteness in which Eurocentric values and features—
“light-skinned woman with long hair…who worked in the house,” as the definition of 
beauty were accepted as the “norm” and considered as “better than” Afrocentric values 
and features—“dark-skinned women…who worked in the field.” According to Angie, 
such imposition of whiteness regarding the definition of beauty seemed to inform Black 
male-female coupling relationships by creating a “preoccupation of having a light-
skinned woman with long hair.” She seemed to be indicating that qualities of whiteness 
appeared to be more desirable in a potential romantic partner than qualities of blackness 
within Black heterosexual coupling relationships.  
Constant Imposition of whiteness 
 
In describing the weight of white culture as a major stressor on never married 
Black men and women coupling experiences, Roxanne felt that both women and men are 
experiencing their coupling relationships within a dominant culture that looks down on 
Black culture.  
Roxanne: So the "wow factor" in terms of well ok – well, you’re both 
[Black women and men] dealing with the subversive culture so – a 
dominant culture if you will. It’s just stressful…So there’s a great deal of 
stress involved with being a part of a culture that is looked down upon. 
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Roxanne felt that “a dominant culture,” in other words, white culture, seems to 
infiltrate Black male-female romantic relationships in that the constant imposition of 
white culture or whiteness on Black culture creates “a great deal of stress” on Black 
heterosexual coupling process. She attributed this “great deal of stress” to her reality that 
Black heterosexual coupling relationships were “a part of a culture that is looked down 
upon” in dominant white society in contrast to white culture. The influence of the 
constant imposition of whiteness on Black coupling experiences and relationships seemed 
to bring about a context in which heterosexual Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationships were considered “less than” and “looked down upon.” In describing her 
attitude about heterosexual Black male-female relationships, Isabelle contrasted the 
nature of Black coupling relationships with that of Whites in which she felt that her 
White friends’ parents had “normal” relationships in comparison to her Black friends’ 
parents’ relationships which were “a little bit abnormal.”  
Isabelle: I went to a very Caucasian school, and I felt like there was a big 
difference between, I guess, their parents and my friends’ parents. I guess 
at the school that I went to the kids’ parents were together and they would 
always show up to meetings and stuff. With my friends, it was like they 
lived with their mom, but their dad is in a different house with a girlfriend. 
I’m just like, ‘What’s going on?’…With my family, it was very the same as 
my Caucasian friends where my parents were together. They’ve always 
been together. They waited until they got their act together to have kids. 
So that’s kind of what I see as, I guess, normal. I guess that’s just the way 
I was raised. But then with my friends and their families, it was kind of 
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like, oh, this is kind of a little bit abnormal or different than what I’ve 
known. 
Isabelle felt that White coupling relationships similar to her parents’ relationship 
are “normal” because these couples “were together” and “they waited until they got 
their act together to have kids.” Isabelle felt that Black coupling relationships were “kind 
of a little bit abnormal or different than what [she’d] known” because the couple 
relationships lacked togetherness and “they [did not wait] until they got their act together 
to have kids.” In Isabelle’s contrast of the natures of Black and White intimate romantic 
relationships, she appeared to have ascribed normality to whiteness and abnormality to 
blackness. It seemed that Isabelle perceived Black male-female relationships as 
abnormal, immature, an entity that would not last and lacked togetherness. Isabelle was 
making a contrast that probably others in society make between Black female-male 
relationships and White relationships, in which the white way was regarded as “normal” 
and imposed on Black relationships. Utility of such imposition of whiteness on Black 
relationships then creates insistences similar to Isabelle’s expression where Black 
relationships are considered “less than” or “abnormal” in comparison to White 
relationships. Ms. Diva expressed this very same sentiment in her understanding of the 
way society viewed Black heterosexual coupling process as negative when whiteness or 
White coupling was imposed as the acceptable or “normal” coupling process. 
Ms. Diva: It’s weird because I heard LisaRaye say in an interview, she 
was just like, “You know, it’s funny how White little girls are trained to 
marry a rich doctor or marry a rich lawyer, and that’s okay. But when we 
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say it to our daughters, it’s considered gold digging.” I thought that was 
really interesting.  
For a time there, I would always try to, I guess, date the underdog, you 
know? Like, “Oh, he doesn’t make a lot of money. I make my own money. 
I don’t care.” But now I’m at a point in my life like, “I’m not going to 
always be the breadwinner,” you know? I really need a man who has a 
strong work ethic, who at the end of the day if something were to happen 
to me that my kids are going to be okay, you know? So like certain things 
like that started to recently resonate with me.  
In reference to Black actress LisaRaye’s interview, Ms. Diva felt that LisaRaye 
was highlighting the scrutiny of Black heterosexual coupling relationship process within 
the context of White heterosexual coupling relationship process. Particularly, Ms. Diva 
emphasized the view of constant imposition of whiteness on Black coupling process, in 
which White coupling process is seen as “normal” and positive, and Black coupling 
process is seen as “abnormal” and attached to a negative stereotype. Ms. Diva indicated, 
“She was just like, ‘You know, it’s funny how White little girls are trained to marry a rich 
doctor or marry a rich lawyer, and that’s okay. But when we say it to our daughters, it’s 
considered gold digging’.” Ms. Diva expressed that she thought this comparison in which 
“White little girls are trained to marry a rich doctor or marry a rich lawyer is okay,” 
“normal,” and Black daughters were said to be “gold digging” when similar coupling 
messages were extended to them was intriguing to her. LisaRaye’s statement led Ms. 
Diva to seek a potential partner “who has a strong work ethic, who at the end of the day if 
something were to happen to [her] that [her] kids are going to be okay.” From this 
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expression it appeared that Ms. Diva seemed to be rejecting the imposed role of being the 
“strong Black woman” who is independent, does not need to dependent on a male 
partner, and could make her “own money.” 
Relational Effects of Constant Imposition of whiteness 
 
Similar to Ms. Diva, Isabelle who has a dark-skinned complexion highlighted the 
effects of constant imposition of whiteness on her coupling processes with Black male 
partners. Specifically, she talked about the influence of embracing the ideology of “light-
skinned versus dark-skinned” on never married heterosexual Black male-female intimate 
romantic relationships. 
Isabelle: I think it’s more of like the light skin/dark skin thing that still 
kind of goes on today.  
Interviewer: Do you see that in any of your other relationships that you 
have attempted to keep or maintain? 
Isabelle: I think a little bit with the African-American guys that I’ve dated 
a little bit.  
Interviewer: In what ways? 
Isabelle: Just like, “You would look nicer if you were kind of like 
lighter,” or, “Just don’t stay out in the sun too long,” things like that.  
In the quote above, Isabelle explained how the “light skin/dark skin thing” 
affected her romantic relationships with “African-American guys…a little bit.” She felt 
that the issue of skin color came up in this relationship when her ex-boyfriends expressed 
to her that “‘you would look nicer if you were kind of like lighter,’ or ‘Just don’t stay out 
in the sun too long.’” Even though she specified that skin color issue was present “a little 
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bit” in her relationships with African-American guys, Isabelle further expressed how her 
ex-boyfriends had issue with the darkness of her skin color and made comments to her 
about not staying “out in the sun too long.” 
Isabelle: Just like, “You would look nicer if you were kind of like lighter,” 
or, “Just don’t stay out in the sun too long,” things like that.  
Interviewer: How did that make you feel? 
Isabelle: It made me feel horrible because it was like I haven’t really been 
into the whole light skin/dark skin debate. It was like a little bit in high 
school, but it wasn’t like prominent. But I feel like once I reached towards 
the end of high school and more into college, it became a lot more 
prominent. It wasn’t something I had thought about at all. I didn’t even 
know it existed. So I went from high school to college, and I was like, “Oh 
wow, this really exists? Who does that?”  
Isabelle expressed that she felt “horrible” and seemed surprised that as she got 
older the issue of skin color “became a lot more prominent.” It appeared that it was 
difficult for her to accept that the skin color issue still existed in society; particularly that 
it still influenced coupling relationships among Black men and women. She said to 
herself “oh wow, this really exists?” It was as if she knew that colorism existed but never 
really experienced it in her own personal relationship until her ex-boyfriends who were 
Black called attention to her dark skin when they expressed to her “Just don’t stay out in 
the sun too long,” and emphasized that she “would look nicer if you were kind of like 
lighter.” It seemed that these statements conveyed to Isabelle that her dark skin was 
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something to be ashamed of, “look[ed] down upon,” and viewed with disdain while 
being lighter skin was something to be desired in a romantic female partner. 
When Isabelle was asked if colorism impacted Black male-female relationships in 
general, she articulated that she felt that it did. She further explained how the issue of 
“light skin versus dark skin” generated emotional struggles, pain, and disconnection 
among Black females as it related to their interactions with potential romantic male 
partners. She highlighted the ways that social media such as Twitter and music videos 
perpetuated the imposition of whiteness with regards to skin color—in that lighter skin is 
closer to White features and is considered “better” than darker skin.   
Isabelle: I think it [dark skin verse light skin issue] does [impact Black 
male-female relationships]. I don’t know. I feel like sometimes the light-
skinned girls kind of have this complex like they’re better because the guys 
tell them they’re better, basically, or show them they’re better.  
Interviewer: In what way? 
Isabelle: I’m on Twitter a lot, and Twitter always has Team Light Skin or 
Team Dark Skin. Yeah.  …Yeah, or like Team Brown Skin. I’m like, “What 
the heck is going on?” You click on them and it’s like so much hatred to 
the other team. Team Dark Skin will be like, “Light-skinned girls think 
they’re better,” or the light-skinned girls will be like, “Dark skin, they’re 
ugly. They have ugly noses.” It’s so much hatred. I’m like, “Oh my god.” 
This exists!   
It seemed that Isabelle appeared hesitant to acknowledge that she felt that skin 
color issue impacted Black female-male intimate romantic relationships by articulating “I 
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think it does. I don’t know.” However, she further explained that she felt that it did. She 
uttered, “Sometimes the light-skinned girls kind of have this complex like they’re better 
because the guys tell them they’re better…or show them they’re better.” Isabelle seemed 
to be expressing that in her interactions with “light skin girls,” she perceived them as 
having “this complex like they’re better because the guys tell them they’re better.” She 
also perceived that the males “show them [light skin females] they’re better.” Isabelle 
implied that in relation to her dark-skinned self and other dark-skinned females, in 
romantic coupling processes Black males seemed to prefer light-skinned females because 
they expressed and treated the lighter skin females “better” than those who had darker 
skin.  
Isabelle also seemed to be indicating that Black males and females have 
internalized the invisible imposition of whiteness in the ways that they perceived and 
interacted with each other. She exemplified this in her explication of “Team Light 
Skin…Team Dark Skin…Team Brown Skin” strives that occurred on Twitter. Isabelle 
illustrated how these disputes around skin color engendered “so much hatred” between 
Black females, in which dark-skinned girls were expressing “Light-skinned girls think 
they’re better” and light-skinned girls were saying “Dark skin, they’re ugly…they have 
ugly noses.” From Isabelle’s lived experience, there seemed to be a sense that Black 
females in corroboration with Black males are measuring each other’s worth and value 
based on white standards of beauty. 
Similarly, Sara who has a light skin complexion expressed the ways in which 
imposition of whiteness around skin color created friction and tension between Black 
women with lighter and darker skin. Unlike Isabelle, Sara felt that the skin color issue 
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affected relationships among Black females more than it affected their coupling 
experiences with Black males. However, like Isabelle, Sara expressed how the imposition 
of whiteness/lightness as “better” than blackness/darkness bred emotional struggles and 
relational disconnections between darker and lighter skin Black females. Sara 
emphasized that in her interactions with darker skin Black females, she felt that darker 
skin Black females had expressed to her that they thought she was “stuck up,” “was too 
good,” “pretty,” and “didn’t want any part of” her.  
Sara: I think it affects Black women relationships more than it may affect 
the relationship with Black men and Black women. I feel like Black women 
– light skin, dark skin – I think that plays a huge role in how friendships – 
like the bonding process of that…There have been a lot of times in my life 
where dark-complected women have told me later that they thought I was 
stuck up, or they thought that I was too good because I was light skin, and 
I’m pretty, and that they just didn’t want any part of me…But I think that 
goes back to privilege too, and slavery and the lighter you are the closer 
you are to the house. So I think that’s just been carried through 
generations. 
In Sara’s lived experience, it appeared that her relationships with darker skin 
Black women perpetuated the message that any resemblance of whiteness, in her case 
lighter skin color, is “good,” “better than,” “stuck up,” and “pretty.” The internalization 
and perpetuation of such a message highlighted the imposition of whiteness on Black 
lives and relationships. Such imposition seemed to damage relationships and build 
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tension to the point that “any part” of one’s Black self was not wanted and accepted in 
relationship—whether it was female-female relationships or female-male relationships.  
The imposition of whiteness, which according to Sara originated from slavery, in 
which “the lighter you are the closer you are to the house,” seems to have constructed a 
social hierarchy within Black communities and the larger society that whiteness should 
be privileged and blackness should be devalued. And as Sara expressed, such messages 
and practices of white supremacy have “been carried through generations” both within 
Black communities and the larger society, whereby the imposition of whiteness on the 
lives of Blacks seemed to engender averse relational dynamics between Black women 
and men in the ways that they perceived and interacted with each other. Firefly concurred 
with Sara regarding the generational transmission and internalization of the imposition of 
whiteness in the lives of Black people, when she expressed “…for generations and 
generations we were told that the white way is the better way.”  
Unlike Sara, Isabelle seemed to grapple with the weight skin color issue held 
within Black communities, particularly its effects on Black male-female intimate 
romantic relationships. Her statement about hearing the issue of skin color “a lot from the 
Black community” concurred with Sara and Firefly’s expressions that the imposition of 
whiteness on relationships and perceptions among Black people perpetuated the constant 
struggle that had “been carried through generations.”  
Isabelle: Yeah. Because I never really heard that from other races, like 
concerning Black people and light skin versus dark skin. I feel like I hear 
that a lot from the Black community. I’m like, “What’s going on?”  
281 
Isabelle expressed that she “never really heard that from other races, like 
concerning Black people and light skin versus dark skin.” She felt that she heard it “a lot 
from the Black community,” and she did not seem to understand why this was, by 
asserting “I’m like, what’s going on?” From these expressions, it seemed that Isabelle 
might not be aware of the impact of the imposition of white ideology on the definition of 
beauty as it related to skin color and features. She also seemed to be indicating that 
heterosexual Black women and men had internalized the message of light Eurocentric 
features, views, and values as “better than” and dark Afrocentric features, views, and 
values as “less than.” Consequently, perhaps even subconsciously, never married 
heterosexual Black men and women may be using this imposition of whiteness as “better 
than” and blackness as “less than” in selecting potential romantic partners. This may be 
the reason why Isabelle expressed that she was more familiar with skin color issues 
among Black people than other racial groups. Isabelle further added that she felt Black 
communities perpetuated more than other racial communities on the issue of “light skin 
versus dark skin.” She also felt that the notion that lighter skin was “better” than darker 
skin “negatively” affected Black male-female intimate romantic relationships.  
Isabelle: It definitely affects it [Black male-female romantic 
relationships] negatively,…because I feel like every time you watch videos 
or any types of videos, it’s kind of like they have the light-skinned girls 
and the Hispanic girls. It’s kind of like I guess sometimes darker Black 
females feel like they’re not good enough… I guess they’re not good 
enough…  
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Even though she was expressing the feelings of other “darker Black females’” 
when she used the example of watching videos, Isabelle also seemed to give voice to her 
own experience and emotions. She uttered, “I guess sometimes darker Black females feel 
like they’re not good enough. I don’t know. I guess they’re not good enough.” For 
Isabelle, it appeared that the message she seemed to be receiving as a dark-skinned Black 
female viewing videos that constantly portrayed lighter skin as “better” was that “darker 
Black females are not good enough.” Therefore, her lived experiences of exposure to 
these videos, the arguments on Twitter and messages that she received from African-
American ex-boyfriends of “‘you would look nicer if you were kind of like lighter,” or 
“Just don’t stay out in the sun too long,” seemed to inform Isabelle that darker Black 
females like herself were “not good enough.” They did not measure up to the imposition 
of whiteness on what is considered beauty in the “dominant society” - White society. 
From Isabelle’s lived experiences, it seemed that sense of self and being perceived as 
“better than” because one is “closer to the house” and not fitting in or measuring up to 
the imposition of whiteness probably equated to a felt sense of feeling or being perceived 
as “[less than]…not good enough.”  
Big Daddy, who is also dark-skinned, concurred with Isabelle’s lived experiences 
of messages that lighter skin, is “better than” darker skin. He expressed that these 
messages were mediated by the imposition of whiteness through social “propaganda out 
there” in society that creates a dynamic that “you’re not this enough or you’re not that 
enough.”  
Big Daddy: I think it’s all the propaganda out there telling you that you’re 
not this enough or you’re not that enough…definitely more of a challenge 
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for Black women, because you don’t see as many Black faces, first and 
foremost. And especially when you do, most of them are lighter skin 
females.  
Big Daddy seemed to be agreeing with Sara and Isabelle that whiteness and 
lighter skin appeared to be more privileged than blackness and darker skin. Big Daddy 
expressed the offense he took at the ways in which “people fall victim of” the imposition 
of whiteness regarding the propaganda that blackness and darker skin was “not good 
enough.” 
Big Daddy: It’s definitely a problem...To be honest with you, it’s incensive 
because people fall victim to it. People fall victim to it. It’s like the 
corporations or whomever, who are in control of putting these images out 
to you are pretty much telling you that if you’re Black or if you’re dark-
skinned you’re not good enough. Everything that you see. Like even with 
movies, the dark-skinned guy is always the wild one.  
He explained “everything that you see. Like even with movies…these images out 
to you are pretty much telling you that if you’re Black or if you’re dark-skinned you’re 
not good enough.” Big Daddy seemed to be in agreement with other participants that 
there were constant messages in society that perpetuated the perception and “look[ed] 
down on” blackness and darker skin as “less than.” In expressing “the dark-skinned guy 
is always the wild one,” Big Daddy seemed to be expressing that the imposition of 
whiteness around negative perceptions of Black and dark skin color may not only be 
relegated to Black women, it also impacts the lives of darker skin Black men. He further 
articulated that the negative perceptions of darker skin Black men and women in the 
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media such as “House Party movies and the Martin Show,” seemed to affect darker skin 
Black males’ selection of darker skin Black females as romantic partners.    
Big Daddy: I used to love Kid & Play movies, like the House Party 
movies. Kid was the light-skinned clean cut guy, Play was the dark-
skinned like all loud and raunchy, it’s crazy. But you can use so many 
different examples. The Martin Show, and I hate the Martin show, but 
Gina was the nice intellectual cool one. Pam, he used to called her buck 
shots, nappy, yada, yada, yada. Like it’s ridiculous how many different 
examples you can give.  
This is just me literally off the top of my head, so imagine if I had time to 
sit down and research, you know what I mean? It’s ridiculous. And like I 
said, I’ve had dark-skinned friends tell me, “Yeah, I don’t really do 
dark-skinned chicks.” 
Similarly, Big Daddy seemed to confirm Isabelle’s lived experience and sense that 
Black men and women have internalized the constant imposition of whiteness as “better 
than” and blackness as “less than” on their mate-selection process. Big Daddy expressed 
that he has darker skin male friends “who are as dark as [him], who don’t like dark-
skinned females…don’t really do dark-skinned chicks.”   
Big Daddy: I’ve had this conversation with my friends on several 
occasions. Like I have friends, who are as dark as me, who don’t like 
dark-skinned females. I’m like, “Yo, you’ve got to be kidding me!” Like, 
“You’re dark-skinned, how do you not like dark-skinned females when you 
yourself are dark-skinned.” So that’s an issue, in it of itself. 
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Unfortunately, not only did Isabelle receive the message that dark Black females 
were “not good enough” from these videos, she also added that darker Black females like 
herself “feel that Black guys want a light-skinned chick to be like, I guess their wife, and 
a dark-skinned chick to be like their baby’s mom.” This statement corroborated Big 
Daddy’s lived experience of having conversations with his darker skin friends on several 
occasions regarding their disdain for dark-skinned females as romantic partners. Isabelle 
felt that heterosexual Black males selected female partners as a “wife” or “baby’s mom” 
depending on how well their skin complexion embodied or fitted with whiteness or 
blackness. She seemed to be indicating that the value and worth of who represents a 
“wife” or a “baby’s mom” was attached to the imposition of whiteness in which “darker 
skinned” women represented a “baby’s mom” and “lighter skinned” women represented 
a “wife.” From her lived experiences and perceptions of Black male-female intimate 
romantic relationships, Isabelle seemed to be articulating that she felt that “darker 
skinned” women were “not good enough” to be considered “wife” who desired to be 
valued, loved, and cherished as “a wife” by their committed male partners in stable 
romantic relationships. Similarly, based on a book he read, Donovan also concurred with 
Isabelle and Big Daddy’s experiences and sentiments that it seemed that Black men 
selected potential female partner as “a wife” based on her skin color.  
Donovan: There’s a book I was reading that actually talked about the 
dark-skinned like a lot of times in relationships – I’m trying to remember 
what book it was, but it’s something about how in the South how men 
didn’t really view dark-skinned women as marriageable. They were more 
for the misogynistic – to basically have sex, and whatever. But generally 
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light-skinned women were more like this is the person you bring home to 
mom, and this, that, and the third. It was based purely on the color line, 
and so I think all of those factors play out in relationships.” 
From participants’ experiences, it appeared that not fitting into the imposition of 
whiteness for a woman probably equated to a negative stereotype of being a “baby 
mom,” “a sex object,” or a woman who was not “good enough” for a Black male to be 
in romantic partnership with or select as a wife.  
Participants’ lived experiences reflected KB’s assertion of the “constant 
evolving” roles that White society had saddled Black people with as a result of white 
supremacy practices such as slavery and colonization. Dark skin symbolizes something to 
be despised and light skin symbolized something to be revered. Firefly’s explanation of 
the way white supremacy perpetuated the belief and practice that Black people were 
“three-fifth of a human” seemed to have taken root as “Black or dark skin is less than” 
within the larger society and by extension the coupling context of Black men and women. 
This imposition of whiteness seemed to not only affect the mate-selection processes of 
darker or lighter skin Black males and darker skin Black females, it also appeared to 
impact the coupling selection of darker skin Black males and lighter skin Black females. 
Big Daddy attested to this, when he admitted that he “for quite some time, I purposely 
stayed away from light-skinned girls” as potential romantic partners.  
Interviewer: Do you feel that most guys know this? Because I’ve heard 
this a lot, like that’s my preference. 
Big Daddy: Well, that’s a cover up and that’s a cop out, to be frank… The 
thing about it is, guys like light-skinned females or a lot of guys like light-
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skinned females…Don’t get me wrong, for awhile – and I’m so against – 
I’m always the go against the grain kind of person anyway, so for quite 
some time, I purposely stayed away from light-skinned girls. Purposely. 
Like I wouldn’t even deal with them and I kind of just wrote them off 
before I even – you know what I mean? That was unfair to them because 
my best friend now is a light-skinned female that I used to date, you know 
what I mean? It’s just incensing because people don’t even realize how 
our cultures are like raped and now everything we do – not everything, but 
we’re just trying to get to this “White life.”  
Big Daddy seemed to hold the belief that the imposition of whiteness on Black 
male-female romantic mate-selection with regard to skin color was something most Black 
males would not admit to. In contesting those Black males who expressed that lighter 
skin was a preference as female partner and not a choice that they made in selecting a 
Black female partner, Big Daddy felt that indicating lighter skin was a preference “is a 
cover and a cop out.” He indicated that heterosexual Black males might not want to 
admit that they had internalized the imposition of whiteness or they probably were 
unaware of the imposition of whiteness on their mate-selection and coupling processes. 
He admitted that for himself, he decided not to date lighter skin Black females because he 
was “always the go against the grain kind of person.” It seemed he did not want to 
conform to the imposition of whiteness by coupling with lighter skin females because “a 
lot of guys like light-skinned females.”  
Big Daddy’s conscious awareness to not conform to the imposition of whiteness 
“for quite some time…,” in which he “purposely stayed away from light-skinned girls,” 
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also brought about relational alienation between him and lighter skin Black females as 
potential romantic partners. Although he was aware of not conforming to the imposition 
of whiteness by selecting a lighter skin Black woman for a romantic mate, he also seemed 
to be unaware that he was still using this imposition in his effort to “go against the 
grain” and not select lighter Black women as romantic partners. He expressed that he 
later realized “that was unfair to them…” because like other participants attested, Big 
Daddy probably felt and viewed these women through the lens of invisible imposition of 
whiteness that they may think that they were “better” or “good” or “pretty” in 
comparison to darker skin Black women. 
Structural Descriptions of Socio-historical Context of the theme of the 
Imposition of whiteness and subthemes of Constant Imposition of whiteness and 
Relational Effects of Constant Imposition of whiteness: The life worlds represented 
within these theme and subthemes were lived time, lived space, lived body, and lived 
relation to other. 
Within the lived time and lived space of the socio-historical context that never 
married heterosexual Black women and men experienced their coupling processes and 
relationships, the overwhelming majority of participants implicitly and explicitly 
identified the imposition of whiteness on their courtship experiences. Participants felt that 
the imposition of whiteness on the lives of Black people came about at the time of 
enslavement of Africans in the United States. Participants reflected on the ways in which 
white supremacy ideologies and practices during slavery placed their African ancestors in 
a physical, mental, and emotional space where they were considered “three-fifths of 
humans.” One participant expressed,    
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“So I think slavery, in particular, Black people were called three-fifths of 
humans. A Black person was three-fifths of what a human being was. So 
that already was kind of I feel like where white supremacy in a lot of ways 
started to be instilled in us. Like, ‘No, we are better than you, just so you 
know’...” 
Participants felt that within the lived time and lived space of the brutal era of 
enslavement of Black people in the United States by white people, the notion and 
practices of white supremacy began to take root in the psyche of Black people that 
“whites were better than Blacks,” “that to be white meant that one was fully human,” and 
“to be Black meant that one was three-fifths of human and less than a human.” They felt 
that the imposition of whiteness on the lives of their ancestors during this period also 
meant they were not seen and treated as human beings who had human dignity and the 
right to define and own their identities. Participants empathized with their ancestors in the 
realization that they probably felt there was no value in being Black and probably even 
felt ashamed of their blackness and dark skin. Participants’ expressions and experiences 
suggest that they connected to the emotional trauma and shame that their ancestors 
probably felt about their blackness.  
“… just this idea that white is better or white being seen as more 
desirable,…I’m sure at some point it started to mess with their [Black men 
and women] minds, like, “Wow, if I had a choice, I would choose to be 
white because clearly being Black is the short end of the stick.”  
“So it’s hard when, I think, for so long society has kind of dictated the 
roles that we play in this country. So it’s hard for us to kind of break free 
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and make identities for ourselves. If we were set free but without any 
identity, you have nothing to do but to take on what someone else says 
your identity is... I mean we had the names of our owners.” 
Participants felt a sense of sympathy for their ancestors by expressing “we could 
look back and try to judge them [Black women and men] now, but I’m like, look, I can’t 
even relate to what it must have been like to live during those times.” In a sense, 
participants seemed to understand and recognize the psychological wounds and emotional 
trauma of being forced to consciously and unconsciously internalize the imposition of 
whiteness that being Black was “not good enough” or “substandard.” Most of the 
participants felt that over time the internalization of the imposition of whiteness on the 
psyche and physical bodies of Black people became ingrained as a result of their efforts 
to survive the physical oppression and escape the mental trauma of being viewed as 
“three-fifth of a human” and “less than.” 
“That’s where we got a lot of like relaxers and things like that which came 
up in the ’60s and straightening your hair because you wanted to fit in; or 
if you were light-skinned enough, you would try to pass because it was just 
easier.” 
“If I was alive during that time, I might have passed too because I don’t 
want dogs chasing me down the street [because] I want to be able to go to 
school and all these things. So for generations and generations we were 
told that the White way is the better way.” 
Participants felt that the forced internalization that “white way is the better way” 
for generations after generations, not only in the lives of Black people, but also in the 
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lives of white people who were “in charge…in this society” during slavery created a 
contemporary social environment in which Black identities were still defined and 
measured by white standards. Additionally, participants seemed to believe the imposition 
of White on the lives of Black people “is constantly evolving” and has “influenced a lot 
of stuff” such as Black male-female romantic relationships.  
“By the time we were set free, we had really no connection to where we 
were from. So for Blacks in this society, we’re kind of a clean canvas. We 
had those in charge to paint a picture of how they wanted us to be. That 
picture is constantly evolving.” 
“I feel…slavery [imposition of whiteness] has influenced a lot of stuff… 
thinking about relationships, I feel like during slavery, the strong Black 
man was the prize. The slave owners – they wanted the strongest, they 
wanted the biggest because they needed whatever done and they wanted it 
done quick, fast, and in a hurry. I think that has influenced a lot of…how 
Black women view Black men as far as being strong and powerful. And I 
feel like slavery also influenced how Black women are always viewed as 
strong – strong Black woman. A lot of that plays into, I feel like, the 
expectations of how men are supposed to behave in relationships, as well 
as how women are supposed to behave.”  
“…It’s [imposition of whiteness] also influenced the whole light-skinned, 
dark-skinned thing and some of the, I guess, preoccupation of having a 
light-skinned woman with long hair because of the women who worked in 
the field versus the women who worked in the house.” 
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It appeared that participants felt that the imposition of whiteness affected the ways 
that Black men and women perceived themselves in relation to each other and the 
expectations that they had of each other in relationships. Within participants’ narratives, 
there seemed to be a sense that Black men and women may have taken on the messages, 
beliefs, and practices of the imposition of whiteness to the extent that they seemed to be 
“preoccupied” consciously or unconsciously in applying these standards within the 
context of their coupling experiences.   
Within contemporary lived time and the social context - lived space - of Black 
male-female coupling experiences, participants seemed to feel that the socio-historical 
beliefs and practices of the imposition of whiteness still had profound influence within 
the psyche and physical spaces of their coupling processes and experiences. They seemed 
to hold the view of socio-historical beliefs and practices of imposition of whiteness, that 
“White is better and fully human” and “Black is less than and three-fifth human.” This 
perspective had morphed into implicit beliefs, messages, and practices that “White or 
resemblance of whiteness is normal, acceptable, positive, good, better than, pretty,” and 
“Black or resemblance of blackness is abnormal, unacceptable, negative, not good, less 
than, ugly.”  
“It’s weird because I heard LisaRaye say in an interview, she was just 
like, ‘You know, it’s funny how White little girls are trained to marry a 
rich doctor or marry a rich lawyer, and that’s okay. But when we say it to 
our daughters, it’s considered gold digging.’” 
In connecting with participants’ statements that the imposition of whiteness on the 
identities and roles that Black men and women were “constantly evolving,” it appeared 
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that “gold digging” had become another role imposed on Black women who did not fit 
into the role of the “strong Black woman” forced on them during slavery. The “strong 
Black woman” could work independently and did not need the companionship, support, 
collaboration and devotion of a male partner. It appeared that the hidden message in the 
quote above seemed to be that Black women were not playing these imposed roles to be 
the strong, powerful, independent Black woman who could survive on her own without a 
male partner’s affection, companion, acceptance and support. Unfortunately, from 
participants’ lived experiences of constant imposition of whiteness on Black heterosexual 
intimate romantic relationship processes, it seemed that not fitting in or measuring up to 
constant imposition of whiteness equated to negative stereotypes of Black people, their 
coupling processes and relationships. 
Within the lived bodies and context—lived space of experiencing Black male-
female coupling relationships, participants seemed to sense that imposition of whiteness 
in which Black bodies were considered “three-fifth of human,” “short end of the stick,” 
and “less than” appeared to have been internalized and “evolved…overtime” into dark-
skinned bodies being viewed and treated as “less than…not good enough” and lighter 
skin bodies being perceived and treated as “better than….good enough.”  
“…I feel like sometimes the light-skinned girls kind of have this complex 
like they’re better because the guys tell them they’re better, basically, or 
show them they’re better.  
“…Twitter always has Team Light Skin or Team Dark Skin…or like Team 
Brown Skin…You click on them and it’s like so much hatred to the other 
team. Team Dark Skin will be like, “Light-skinned girls think they’re 
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better,” or the light-skinned girls will be like, “Dark skin, they’re ugly. 
They have ugly noses.” It’s so much hatred…” 
“… People fall victim to it. It’s like the corporations or whomever, who 
are in control of putting these images out to you are pretty much telling 
you that if you’re Black or if you’re dark-skinned you’re not good enough. 
Everything that you see. Like even with movies, the dark-skinned guy is 
always the wild one...”  
It appeared that participants felt the constant bombardment and internalization of 
implicit and explicit conscious or unconscious messages and practices of the imposition 
of whiteness from romantic partners, social media, movies, or society, which seemed to 
influence how Black men and women viewed themselves personally and perceived each 
other as romantic partners. One participant felt “horrible” when she was told by an ex-
boyfriend that she “would look nicer if [she were] lighter.” Another participant felt that 
dark-skinned individuals probably felt that they were “not good enough” because their 
bodies did not measure up to the standards of whiteness that had been imposed on them. 
It is possible that such imposition of whiteness evoked psychological and emotional 
assaults that participants connected with as they reflected on the lives of their ancestors in 
viewing themselves as “not good enough” as a result of their dark skin and blackness. 
This probably generated feelings of shame and self-hatred not only towards one’s self but 
also others with similar dark skin and Black bodies.  
“…A friend of mine…he kind of convinced me that he being dark-skinned 
and not liking dark-skinned females is not a form of self-hate. I said, “It 
most certainly is, because if you’re essentially saying that light-skinned 
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females are more attractive than dark-skinned females, you’re saying that 
you’re not as attractive as a lighter version of yourself.” 
“… And like I said, I’ve had dark-skinned friends tell me, “Yeah, I don’t 
really do dark-skinned chicks.” 
“…feel that Black guys want a light-skinned chick to be like, I guess their 
wife, and a dark-skinned chick to be like their baby’s mom.”  
“… There’s a book I was reading…about how in the South how men didn’t 
really view dark-skinned women as marriageable. They were more for the 
misogynistic – to basically have sex, and whatever. But generally light-
skinned women were more like this is the person you bring home to mom, 
and this, that, and the third.”  
Within the context of lived relation to others, participants seemed to feel and 
experience the effects of the imposition of whiteness on never-married Black male-
female coupling processes in the sense that darker skin Black female bodies were viewed 
as “not good enough for marriage” and lighter skin Black female bodies as “good 
enough for marriage.” This internalized imposed belief and practice of whiteness within 
heterosexual coupling context seemed to set up a coupling standard and process in which 
the character, value, and humanity of potential romantic partner were viewed against how 
well one’s body and physical appearance measured up or fit the imposed standard of 
whiteness. From participants’ experiences, it seemed that the imposition of whiteness on 
the coupling contexts, processes, and experiences of Black men and women generated 
emotions of shame, rejection, judgment, and alienation of both darker skin and lighter 
skin romantic partners.  
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“…The thing about it is, guys like light-skinned females or a lot of guys 
like light-skinned females… so for quite some time, I purposely stayed 
away from light-skinned girls. Purposely. Like I wouldn’t even deal with 
them and I kind of just wrote them off…That was unfair to them...” 
For participants, it is possible that because whiteness is viewed as “better than,” 
darker skin Black men and women may reject, “not want to deal” or “have anything to 
do” with lighter skin Black women and men out of fear that they may probably view 
them as “less than” or “not good enough” as a romantic partner. Possibly, lighter skin 
potential romantic mates may think of themselves as “better than.” Unfortunately, from 
participants’ lived experiences, there seemed to be a sense that the socio-historical and 
constant impositions of whiteness had created relational and emotional tensions of shame, 
rejection, criticism, animosity, and estrangement within the coupling context of never-
married heterosexual Black men and women.  
The findings from the theme of “socio-historical imposition of whiteness” 
illustrated the ways in which the constant imposition seemed to have infiltrated the 
coupling experiences of never-married heterosexual Black men and women. It appeared 
that these impositions probably engendered a tenuous shame-based racial coupling 
context in which Black women and men were unconsciously selecting mates based on 
how well potential partners fit or did not fit the parameters of whiteness, which was seen 
as “normal,” “better than,” “marriageable,” and acceptable attached to positive 
stereotypes. Or, in contrast, they may have evaluated how potential partners did or did 
not fit the parameters of blackness, seen as “not good enough,” “less than,” “abnormal” 
attached to negative stereotypes within the “dominant culture.” One participant’s 
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expression that “It’s just incensing because people don’t even realize how our cultures 
are like raped and now everything we do – not everything, but we’re just trying to get to 
this ‘White life’,” profoundly captured the felt sense of participants’ experiences of the 
destructive influences of constant imposition of whiteness on never-married Black male-
female coupling processes and experiences.  
Residual Effects of Slavery 
Participants were asked: “What historical issues, if any, do you think influence 
Black male-female intimate romantic relationships?” The overwhelming majority of 
participants replied that they felt slavery had a major effect on the coupling relationships 
of heterosexual Black men and women. Tracy articulated the ways in which “legal 
oppression and violent oppression” of Black men and women during slavery had “torn 
apart” their emotional, psychological, relational and familial relationships.    
Tracy: Oh, definitely slavery, the history of just legal oppression and 
violent oppression in that, families were torn apart in order to serve, you 
know, the economic pursuits of more powerful people, A.K.A. White 
people. So that has influenced it in that I think with women being left 
alone to care for their kids or other people’s kids, them taking on certain 
burdens and having to deal with it themselves. It was the same thing with 
Black men having to work constantly, having to take on those burdens.  I 
think women to some extent were allowed to be emotional and externalize 
certain things, whereas men, it’s just like work, be strong, whatever, and 
so deal with all that while also keeping a stern face. So I think that 
vestiges of that can be found in just the way people deal with not having a 
family, or at least not having that nuclear family but being kind of 
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scattered and just having to deal with what they’re dealing with.  
Tracy felt that the “vestiges” of slavery could be found in the relational lives of 
Black men and women. She expressed that slavery influenced Black men and women in 
the sense that “women [were] left alone to care for their kids or other people’s kids,” 
while they still had to take “on certain burdens and having to deal with it themselves.” 
She indicated that Black men were burdened with similar struggles endured by Black 
women in that they had to “work constantly and having to take on those burdens” as 
well. Tracy understood that not only were Black women and men burdened physically 
with “legal oppression and violent oppression” of having to “work constantly” for 
White people, they were also burdened emotionally, psychologically and relationally with 
these “legal and violent oppressions.” Tracy was indicating that emotionally, 
psychological and relationally, Black women and men were “torn apart” and stripped of 
their rights and privileges as human beings to focus on their emotional and relational 
well-being.  
She expressed: “I think women to some extent were allowed to be emotional and 
externalize certain things, whereas men, it’s just like work, be strong, whatever…” She 
added that they had to “deal with all that while also keeping a stern face.” In a sense, 
Tracy was positing that during slavery, Black women and men were not allowed the 
right, luxury, and space to fully own and express the psychological and emotional 
“burdens” inflicted on them by White people. Instead, they had to bury and conceal their 
emotional suffering and “burdens” by “keeping a stern face” as they experienced “legal 
and violent oppressions” for many generations. Tracy also seemed to be inferring that for 
these Black women and men to survive the “burdens” of “violent oppressions,” they had 
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to “keep a stern face.” Tracy saw the “vestiges” of the emotional effects of slavery on 
the lives of Black men and women whose relational and familial connections were “torn 
apart” today.  
She expressed: “So I think that vestiges of that can be found in just the way 
people deal with not having a family, or at least not having that nuclear family but being 
kind of scattered and just having to deal with what they’re dealing with.” 
Sara expressed similar sentiment as Tracy in her self-interrogation and reflection 
around the ways in which Black women and men internalized and buried their pains, 
wounds, and scars from oppressive practices encountered during slavery. She questioned, 
how Black women and men grieved the countless losses and sufferings the endured 
during slavery.  
Sara:…harboring their feelings. Because during slavery, who did they 
[Black women and men] really – who were they able to provide these 
outlets to of crying and mourning and just the pain that they were going 
through. They endured all of that. They harbored it – all their suffering. 
And I think that’s been carried out through generations for why we can’t 
communicate effectively with one another; why we don’t express our 
feelings. Because for so long we’ve been holding it in; we’ve been dealing 
with it by ourselves…    
Like Tracy, Sara felt that Black women and men during slavery had to “keep a 
stern face” and “harbor all their suffering—”physically, psychologically, emotionally, 
spiritually and relationally to survive the brutal violence forced upon them. Sara 
explained that the “harboring [of] their [Black men and women] feelings” was related to 
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the reason why never-married Black men and women had difficulties expressing 
emotions and communicating effectively with each other because these mechanisms of 
survival used during slavery by Blacks - “stern face and harboring feelings”- had been 
transmitted through generations. She expressed: “And I think that’s been carried out 
through generations for why we can’t communicate effectively with one another; why we 
don’t express our feelings.” Sara felt that Black women and men did not have the rights 
and privileges to own and give voice to the pain and suffering imposed on them by White 
people. For generations, the residual consequence of “harboring of feelings” to survive 
slavery generated a relational dynamic of emotional blockage and communication 
impasse between Black men and women “because for so long we’ve been holding it in; 
we’ve been dealing with it by ourselves.” 
Similarly, Lauren felt that “definitely…slavery…really just kind of tore the Black 
family apart.” She added: “I think that has definitely impacted our communities a lot.” 
Likewise, Star, Big Daddy, and Sara further explicated the ways in which they felt that 
the brutal oppressive practices on Black men and women during slavery affected the 
relational and emotional bonding of heterosexual Black men and women. They further 
observed the ways it continued to gravely impact on the coupling process of Black men 
and women today.  
Star: I think that’s where it [slavery] started with the whole separation 
based on color. I wonder if that influenced like devaluing women, too, 
kind of like – I guess during slavery we could be separated so why do I 
have to have a strong link to you as my partner? You could just be taken 
advantage of completely, and I don’t have any power over that. So that 
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could kind of make you devalue your partner. I don’t know – I think it’s 
really mixed up, and it’s hard to say what influenced what. But I know that 
it’s deep, and I know that it’s real, and I know. 
Star felt that the practices during slavery in which Black people were separated 
“based on color,” and “taken advantage of completely [without] any power” influenced 
the ways that Black men and women treated each other within their romantic 
relationships. She vocalized: “I wonder if that influenced like devaluing 
women…[because] during slavery we could be separated so why do I have to have strong 
link to you as my partner? You could just be take advantage of completely, and I don’t 
have any power over that. So that could kind of make you devalue your partner.” Star’s 
felt sense seemed to be that as a Black woman, she wondered how the forced physical 
separation of Black men and women coupled with the vicious psychological separation 
inflicted through the sadistic acts of sexual assaults, emotionally and relationally 
alienated Black women and men from each other as partners. Big Daddy articulated what 
Star meant by saying: “We could be separated…you could just be taken advantage of 
completely” when he said,  
Big Daddy: We can go all the way back to slave times when a male would 
be literally ripped away from his woman or from his family. In some 
instances, he would have to watch as white men raped his wife, you know 
what I mean? The psychology of what happened to Blacks, just in the 
relationship issues alone is insane. It’s insane. 
Like other participants, both Star and Big Daddy felt that the effects of slavery 
had and continues to have enormous repercussions on the psychological, emotional, and 
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relational well-being of Black male-female relationships. Star expressed: “It’s hard to 
say what influenced what. But I know that it’s deep, and I know that it’s real, and I 
know.” It seemed that Star mentally placed herself in the position of her ancestors when 
she said, “But I know that it’s deep, and I know that it’s real, and I know.” She seemed to 
be expressing that, even though, cognitively, she may not be able to articulate how the 
“separation of [partners] and taken advantage of completely…[without] any power over 
that” influenced the possible devaluation of one’s partner, particularly “devaluing 
women.” However, as a Black woman, she felt that she could relate emotionally to the 
pain and the sense of “knowing the deepest and realness” of emotional pain of being 
powerless, voiceless, and possible shame attached to not being protected and rescued by 
one’s partner.  
Star may have been expressing that she could relate also to the emotions of 
embarrassment and humiliation that one’s male partner did not have “any power” to 
prevent the devaluation of both of their humanities. Intuitively, Star felt and “knew” that 
such psychological and emotional wounds of powerlessness, voicelessness, shame, 
embarrassment and humiliation festered into a relational dynamic of devaluation between 
Black women and men because, as Sara narrated, “they harbored all their suffering and 
didn’t have any outlets to cry, mourn” or heal from all the pain that were inflicted on 
them. 
Both Star and Big Daddy’s interpretations of the emotional pain of being 
powerless, voiceless, shameful, and humiliated seemed to indicate that the experiences of 
such brutal acts created an emotional barrier between men and women, adding “why do I 
have to have a strong link to you as my partner?” when “we could be separated” or 
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“literally be ripped away from [me] and [I] have to watch as white men rape [you]”... 
“And I don’t have any power over that.” The psychological and emotional trauma of 
watching one’s partner violently violated sexually, physically, and emotionally seemed to 
Star to generate a relational dynamic between Black men and women, in which they 
probably were not fully emotionally engaged with each other or valued each other as 
romantic partners in efforts to survive the cruel reality of slavery. Thus, “not having a 
strong link” with one’s partner could be a form of protection that could “kind of make 
you devalue your partner” by not connecting with her or his humanity emotionally, 
psychologically and spiritually.  
Star’s “deep and real” sense of understanding of the influence of slavery on 
Black male-female relationships was profoundly emphasized by Big Daddy as well when 
he expressed: “The psychology of what happened to Blacks, just in the relationship issues 
alone is insane. It’s insane.” In a sense, Big Daddy was expressing that, just like Star, he 
was unable to completely fathom and articulate the psychological and emotionally 
ubiquitous consequences of slavery on the relational dynamics of Black male-female 
intimate romantic relationships. Big Daddy felt that the separation and sadistic violation 
of Black female partners sexually as male partners watched powerlessly seemed to 
currently breed distrust within Black male-female intimate romantic relationships. He 
articulated, “Distrust. Distrust. I think that’s the biggest thing…Because for a guy, it’s 
hard for a guy to put his heart on the line.” Big Daddy seemed to be saying that the 
emotional and psychological residual effect of slavery generated a dynamic of suspicion 
within Black male-female intimate romantic relationships. Lauren spoke precisely to this 
dynamic of suspicion and the ways it shows up in present day Black male-female 
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romantic relationships. 
Lauren:… I think slavery has impacted generations and because of that 
where you had Black woman who were slaves, but then they were taken as 
mistresses to the slave owners and that was time that was taken away from 
them nurturing their families, or they had husbands. Technically, they 
weren’t allowed to marry, but they still had partners. I just think about the 
separation just in the communities where Black men are always pulled 
out; they’re always the first ones to be killed, or they’re getting into 
trouble, they’re being taken out of the homes for one reason or another, so 
Black women feel like, “Well, I’ve got to do this all on my own.”  You just 
see that progression through the generations. Now it’s like that where 
you’re always hearing Black woman talk about, “He ain’t ‘ish.” Now it’s 
just this, this perception of Black men; they don’t take care of their kids, 
they’re not providers. They’re always out in the street just looking for the 
next woman.  
Lauren, like the other participants felt that the residual effect of slavery 
“progress[ed] through the generations” in which Black men and women had become 
skeptical of being in relationship with each other because there seemed to be a lack of 
trust that they both could rely on each other, be there for each other and support each 
other. Lauren felt that the separation of Black women and men from their families and 
partners because “Black woman who were slaves,…were taken as mistresses to the slave 
owners…[and]… Black men are always pulled out…always the first ones to be 
killed…being taken out of the homes for one reason or another” placed Black women in 
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a position to “feel like, ‘well, I’ve got to do this all on my own’.”  
Lauren seemed to be expressing that the psychological and emotional effects of 
the countless losses that Black women and men experienced during slavery due to sexual 
violations of Black women, brutal killings and removal of Black men from their families, 
as well as separations of both partners because “technically, they weren’t allowed to 
marry,” left Black women questioning their relation to Black men, not knowing if they 
could depend on them as partners or trust that they would be there for them. Lauren 
added, “You just see that progression through the generations. Now it’s like that where 
you’re always hearing Black woman talk about ‘he ain’t ’ish’.”  
Similar to Big Daddy, Star, and Sara, Lauren seemed to believe that the separation 
of Black women and men physically, emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually 
deprived them of their rights, spaces, and opportunities to grieve the losses they 
experienced as results of racist sadistic practices. According to participants’ descriptions 
and interpretations, these inhuman practices during slavery created residual effects of 
distrust, skepticism, and doubt within Black male-female relationships that appeared to 
have lasting effects on generations of these relationships. To Lauren, these effects of 
distrust, skepticism, and doubt on relationships had “progressed through the 
generations,” into negative perceptions of Black men as romantic partners. “Now it’s like 
that where you’re always hearing Black woman talk about, “He ain’t ‘ish.” Now it’s just 
this, this perception of Black men; they don’t take care of their kids, they’re not 
providers. They’re always out in the street just looking for the next woman.” 
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Like other participants, Roxanne felt that “practices during slavery” engendered 
“emotional damages” within Black male-female romantic relationships that influenced 
these relationships presently.  
Roxanne: Emotional damages…There were many practices during 
slavery that destroyed the bond of a nuclear family for Black males and 
Black females. Slave masters often berated Black males, slept with their 
wives and children. Many Black males were arrested, lynched and 
stripped of their manhood. This started a vicious cycle of self contempt 
and self-hatred. The mental degradation led to a whole host of coping 
outlets…like alcohol abuse and other practices that threatened and 
destroyed the Black nuclear and extended family. This loss can never be 
quantified. I think this is often why Black males will often date women 
outside of their ethnic background more often than their female 
counterparts, in attempts to create and hope for something new. And even 
explains why they may often treat their female counterparts with 
familiarity, harsh treatment and contempt. 
Lack of awareness of the imposition of whiteness and residual effects of slavery 
 
Participants overwhelmingly expressed that the historical influences of slavery 
generated by the imposition of whiteness impacted the current coupling processes and 
romantic relationship experiences of never-married heterosexual Black men and women. 
These participants also felt that the general population of never-married heterosexual 
Black men and women might not recognize the imposition of whiteness and residual 
effects of slavery on their coupling experiences. Jane articulated that she experienced 
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Black men and women “talk about” the influence of slavery but did not “feel [that] they 
necessarily put two and two together” regarding the ways it might be impacting their 
coupling processes with each other and how they perceived each other. 
Jane:  I think you’ll hear them talk about it, but I feel like they don’t 
necessarily put two and two together. I think if you’re looking back they’ll 
tell you, “The Black man couldn’t do anything,” and now that they can, 
now you guys expect too much. But then it’s like, from the Black woman’s 
point of  view too, “Well look how she’s kind of been jaded in thinking that 
way too, because she couldn’t afford any of these things. So now she’s 
realized, “Well a Black man is not going to do anything for me, I’ve got to 
do it for myself.” …So it’s like you two have both been jaded by what you 
couldn’t have and going after it. Now that you’ve both got it, how do you 
live together with it? They’re always used to maybe this hierarchy. So I 
think maybe when you hear Black men sometimes talk about it, they’re 
like, “Black women aren’t appreciative, they’re too needy, they want to 
know what you can buy for me.” [They would say] “You don’t hear White 
women say that.” White women are more like, “What can I do for you,” 
which I think is all a stereotype, but I think that’s what men see and they 
don’t connect slavery and maybe why Black women are saying that.  
Jane felt that both Black men and women were “jaded” by the practices and 
influences of slavery in the sense that Black women could not depend on Black men as 
Lauren indicated in the theme above. Similar to Lauren, Jane felt that the negative 
perception of Black men that came out of the cruel practices of slavery was that “The 
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Black man couldn’t do anything.” Like the other participants, Jane sensed that the brutal 
practices of physical, emotional and psychological separation of Black men and women, 
left Black women “jaded” because “[they] couldn’t afford” and did not desire to depend 
on themselves alone without their male partners but felt they had to under oppressive 
circumstances imposed on them. Jane seemed to believe that as consequences of being 
stripped of the right to be a couple and to depend on each other, Black women began to 
hold the view that, “Well a Black man is not going to do anything for me, I’ve got to do it 
for myself.”  
Jane also appeared to believe that both Black women and men were now affected 
by the residual cost of slavery in the ways they viewed each other. She explicated that 
“now that [they had] both” obtained what they wanted, they were unable to “live 
together with it.” It seemed that “what they [Black men and women] want[ed],” 
according to Jane, may be the right to become couples in ways that their ancestors could 
not. She expressed, “So it’s like you two have both been jaded by what you couldn’t have 
and going after it. Now that you’ve both got it, how do you live together with it?” She felt 
that now that heterosexual Black men and women had this right to become couples in 
ways their ancestors could not, due to oppressive “hierarchy” of the imposition of 
whiteness, they seemed to be asking themselves “how do [we] live together with it?”  
Jane seemed to believe that contemporary Black women’s desire to couple and 
depend on Black men as romantic partners seemed to be generating these words from 
Black men: “Black women aren’t appreciative, they’re too needy; they want to know 
what you can buy for me.” Due to the residual effects of slavery, it is possible that Black 
women may experience difficulties trusting they can effectively rely on Black men 
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emotionally within romantic relational contexts. It is also possible that Black men may 
have also internalized the belief that Black women were supposed to be “strong, 
dependent and can do it on their own” without male support and romantic partnership. 
Thus, Jane’s expression appeared to indicate that both Black men and women had 
internalized negative perceptions of each other and may be viewing each other through 
lenses generated from slavery, thereby affecting current male-female relationships. 
Additionally, Jane seemed to be highlighting the imposition of whiteness on the 
coupling context of Black men and women in the ways that they viewed each other and 
compared each other to whiteness. She explained that in their lack of awareness of the 
influence of slavery on their coupling processes, Black men seemed to view Black 
women through the prism of negative stereotypes while they viewed White women 
through the prism of positive stereotypes. Jane appeared to be making the distinction that 
Black men perceived White women as “better” or had “better attitude” in comparison to 
Black women because “you don’t hear White women say that…or that White women are 
more like, ‘what can I do for you?’” She continued, “But I think that’s what men see and 
they don’t connect slavery and may be why Black women are saying that.” 
Jane felt that what Black men may “see” in potential Black female partners were 
the negative perceptions they had of Black women that “aren’t appreciative, they’re too 
needy…they want to know what you can buy for me” and may not “connect” these 
negative views to the imposition of whiteness and residual effects of slavery. It appeared 
that she was articulating that lack of conscious awareness of how slavery had influenced 
never-married heterosexual Black male-female intimate relationship processes and 
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experiences in the sense that they may devalue each other and perceive each other 
through negative lenses.  
Star expressed this sentiment in indicating “…I don’t know that they think the way 
they handle their day-to-day relationships with Black men and women [is influenced by 
effects of slavery].” She believed that not having an awareness of the residual effects of 
slavery on Black men and women’s interactions with each other in romantic relationships 
seemed to be part of the problem they encountered in cultivating and maintaining 
relationships.  
Interviewer: Do you think that may be part of the problem? 
Star: Hmm – hmm. I do because I think if it’s not even on your mind, 
then what can you do about it? But at least if you start to have an 
awareness, then you can make a decision if I want to continue to live like 
this; if I want to continue to treat somebody, who looks just like me, like 
this. 
Star concluded that when Black men and women “start to have an awareness of 
the residual effects on slavery” on their coupling experiences, then they “can make a 
decision if [they] want to continue to treat somebody who looks just like [them] like this.” 
In expressing “like this,” she was indicating “devalue[ing] your partner,” which she 
described above as one of the residual effects of slavery.   
Like Star, Zaria also felt that never-married heterosexual Black men and women 
did not realize that the residual effects of slavery could be influencing their coupling 
experiences with each other. She expressed passionately that she felt Black men and 
women nonchalantly dismissed the idea that the practices of slavery affected their lives 
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presently, particularly their relationships because “they just think oh that happened 400 
years ago.”  
Zaria: Yeah, they [Black women and men] just think oh that happened 
400 years ago. When it's just like what happened 400 years ago is why 
we're here - it's why we're right here. If what happened then didn't happen 
400 years ago we wouldn't be on this continent going through what we're 
going through. That's why most Black people aren't starting properly - 
that's why, because we started backwards. We weren't supposed to be 
here, we were stolen. So it's like when you're starting 400 years behind 
everyone, 400 years later you're still struggling because it takes a long 
time to rectify 400 years of damage. 
Zaria seemed to be baffled at the notion that Black women and men seemed not to 
realize that “400 years of damage” still affected their romantic relationships with each 
other today. She reflected that this could be because Black men and women were 
probably focused on other aspects of their lives where they felt their history of being 
stolen and enslaved had significant negative influence on their lives, in ways that may be 
more apparent, such as their financial development. 
Zaria: So it's like because we were stolen we were already starting with 
negative 20. So it’s like we always have to build up, build up. So no matter 
what we're always the lesser when it comes to - like finances and having 
or whatever. So it's kind of like we're already coming into the world with 
the burden of trying to catch up. Then you're trying to have a 
relationship on top of that - that's a lot. I think that could be a positive in 
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that nobody else understands better than us. But then it's a negative when 
people are not understanding how our history affects us and you're just 
fighting each other - you don't know why. 
She explained that Black women and men like herself were focused on catching 
up “financially” and in other ways because as a result of being “stolen, we were already 
starting with negative 20.” Hence, attempting to focus on cultivating and maintaining a 
relationship while “catching up financially…” seemed to Zaria a challenge for never-
married Black women and men. To Zaria, it appeared that Black men and women were 
not aware of how the imposition of whiteness and slavery informed their intimate 
romantic relationships because they seemed to be concentrated on “catching up” in the 
social sectors of their lives such as finances, careers, and education. They had to make up 
“400 years [of being] behind everyone.”  
According to Zaria, Black men and women were “still struggling” to make up 
ground within these social structural sectors in society because in her words, “It takes a 
long time to rectify 400 years of damage.” Similar to Star, she expressed: “It’s a negative 
when people are not understanding how our history affects us and [we’]re just fighting 
each other.” Zaria felt that Black women and men were unaware of the negative ways in 
which residual effects of slavery, developed and perpetuated by the imposition of 
whiteness, influenced their coupling experiences and relationships. To her, this lack of 
awareness and understanding of “how our history affects us” seemed to create coupling 
contexts and experiences in which Black women and men were “just fighting each 
other” or according to Star “devalu[ing] their partner” without any knowledge of 
“why.”   
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Great Guy and Big Daddy gave a different perspective from Zaria in articulating 
their understanding of the reasons why they felt that Black men and women were not 
aware of residual effects of white imposition and slavery on their lives, particularly in the 
ways that Black men and women treated and viewed each other within coupling 
processes and relationships.  
Great Guy: I don't think so - see that's part of the problem, I mean to be 
honest; it's really part of the problem. I'm not mad at nobody and that's a 
whole other issue…I'm not walking around here perpetually upset, "Fuck 
this, fuck everybody, hey mother fucker." I can't walk around like that 
because that affects me more than anybody else that I'm even directing it 
towards. That's fucking up my mental, inner, emotional space. So I can't 
walk around with that chip on my shoulder…I can't walk around 
projecting onto every White person or other culture - hey mother fucker 
hate me, you think I'm stupid, mother fucker. I can't walk around because 
everybody's not thinking that. So I'm not going to create that - it's like 
psychosomatic, I'm not going to create that reality for me…So I'm not 
going to go around with this expectation of that. So you've got to be able 
to let go of that - the chip on your shoulder. 
Big Daddy: No. It doesn’t have to. I don’t want to be the person that’s, 
“Oh, well you know because of slavery…” Like slavery didn’t cause me 
to cheat on my girlfriend…Yeah, but even still – I mean I don’t think 
people are aware of it. I think that once you are aware of it, you can 
consciously make decisions to circumvent that… 
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Both Great Guy and Big Daddy’s initial responses seemed to be apprehensive, 
concerned, and cautious that they would be perceived as using slavery as an excuse or 
perpetuating anger. Big Daddy explained, “I don’t want to be the person that’s, ‘Oh, well 
you know because of slavery’… Like slavery didn’t cause me to cheat on my girlfriend.” 
Great Guy expressed he did not want the thought of the influence of slavery to “fuck up 
[his] mental, inner, emotional space,” because “I can't walk around with that chip on my 
shoulder.” From Great Guy and Big Daddy’s articulations, it is possible to conclude that 
Black men and women may be unwilling to make connection regarding the influences of 
historical contexts of slavery on their coupling experiences because they are cautious of 
the ways such an acknowledgement might negatively affect their emotional and mental 
well-being. They may be fearful of being viewed to be using it as justification for 
mistreatment of each other in romantic relationships.  
In processing further their responses, both participants later expressed that having 
conscious awareness of the vestiges of slavery and imposition of whiteness on one’s 
relationship may be critical to understanding one’s cultural identity and relationships. Big 
Daddy said “…I mean I don’t think people are aware of it. I think that once you are 
aware of it, you can consciously make decision to circumvent that…” Great Guy added 
that even with the concern that he had about not “fucking up [his] mental, inner [and] 
emotional space” and not desiring to “walk around with a chip on [his] shoulder,” he 
emphasized the criticalness of not “let[ing] go of the knowledge of [his] own history.”  
Great Guy: But you don't let go of the knowledge of your own history 
because you can't be walking around oblivious to what's happened and 
why some things have leaked from the past into your cultural identity. 
315 
Some of that stuff is like pain that's like - I read an article a long time ago 
and it was talking about how the history of slavery actually is - it's like an 
emotional pain that's been leaking into the next generation. Almost like a 
gene in a sense because there was never any large scale emotional 
restoration. There wasn't even an economic restoration. We didn't get the 
forty acres and a mule and…we sure didn't get post-traumatic stress 
disorder treatment type of things…Yeah, so there was no like large 
initiative to talk to and coach Black people back into okay-ness after going 
through this long period of trauma. So it's there still. 
According to Great Guy, Black people may not be aware of the influences of the 
imposition of whiteness and slavery on their lives and cultural identities because the 
“emotional pain that’s been leaking into the next generation…almost like a gene in a 
sense,” which was never made apparent or communicated about “because there was 
never any large scale emotional restoration” for Black people. He explained, “We sure 
didn’t get post-traumatic stress disorder treatment type of thing…yeah, so there was no 
like large initiative to talk to and coach Black people back into okay-ness after going 
through this long period of trauma. So it’s [trauma] there still.” Great Guy seemed to 
feel that lack of recognition, acknowledgement, and communication that may brought 
about healing—“okay-ness”—of the emotional traumas that Black people experienced for 
“this long period,” which had “been leaking into the next generation...almost like a 
gene,” may be part of the reason why Black men and women were unaware of the 
influences of these emotional traumas on their coupling experiences and romantic 
relationships.  
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Donovan concurred with Great Guy, when he also expressed: “I think people – if 
it’s spoken about, I think they’ll recognize it, but I don’t think it’s spoken about enough.”  
Like Great Guy, Donovan felt that if the emotional traumas of the historical effects of 
white imposition and slavery were made apparent and “spoken about enough,” Black 
men and women would probably recognize its effects on their relationships. Donovan 
noted the danger of not communicating “enough” about the effects of slavery on 
heterosexual Black male-female romantic relationships. He felt that in attempt “to 
portray this post-racial society which doesn’t exist,” his generation, especially “a 
generation of people younger than” his “are just going to accept these qualities of 
relationships as just how it is…when in fact it’s a remnant of slave culture.” He further 
explained that “similar to the whole pants sagging thing” when he “was a kid…was just 
how [he] wore my clothes.” [He] didn’t care where it came from,” even when he was 
informed that “it came from prison.” He felt that he “[didn’t] care” about where it came 
from. In expressing this, Donovan seemed to be concerned that similar to his own 
response to “the whole pants sagging thing,” of “not caring where it came from,” young 
generations of Black people would also “not care” about the influence of slavery on 
qualities of their relationships. He seemed to fear that they would accept the complexities 
of the qualities and difficulties attached to Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationships “as we try to continue to move towards [a] post-racial society.” And thus 
“forget” the effects of the “remnants [ that] slave culture” created by the imposition of 
whiteness on the lives of Black people, in this case heterosexual relationships. 
Donovan sensed that a lack of recognition and not communicating “enough” 
about the influence of “slave culture” on “the qualities” of Black male-female intimate 
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romantic relationship will “kind of close the door on changing it.” He implied that to 
heal the psychological and emotional traumas that Black men and women experienced 
during slavery as well as the effects of these traumas on their relationships, they would 
need to be recognized, acknowledged, and verbalized, not only in the larger society but 
also in the individual lives and relationships of Black men and women.  
Although Tracy and Sara both agreed with Donovan that acknowledgment, 
recognition, and communication of the residual effects of slavery and the imposition of 
whiteness were critical to the healing of Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationships, they also emphasized that vocalizing the traumas of slavery was a “very 
difficult” and painful emotional process for Black people. It seemed that because of the 
painful and very difficult emotional turmoil associated with slavery “no one wants to 
think about it…or talk about it” because “who wants to be brought down?” as Tracy 
indicated. Consequently, it seemed that Tracy and Sara felt that awareness and 
“connection” of how the traumas of slavery influenced one’s intimate romantic 
relationship coupling experiences was challenging and almost impossible to 
acknowledge, let alone recognize, for never-married heterosexual Black women and 
women.  
Tracy: I think if you sat them down and said it, they’d be like, “Oh yeah.” 
You wouldn’t have to say much. You’d be like, “Slavery and your 
relationship.” “Oh, yeah.” But it’s like I don’t think a lot of people are 
walking around explicitly thinking about that. They don’t want to. I 
mean, who wants to be brought down? Nobody wants to necessarily 
think about slavery and how it relates... They want to move on to happier 
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times. “Look, we have a Black president, blah, blah, blah. Let’s talk about 
that.” …So it’s like I think deep down people know it, but it’s just not 
conscious for various reasons because it’s just not good stuff to talk about. 
But then also it’s not very obvious unless you are reading. I mean I 
happen to have recently read a book… Racial Paranoia by John 
Jackson…that talked about this, so I think it’s easy for me…  
Sara: No. Because I know prior to what I’ve been doing in my program, I 
didn’t know. I didn’t ever make the connection. And I wouldn’t have even 
thought about the connection. Because a lot of times I feel like it’s very 
difficult for Blacks, in general, to talk about slavery; to name it. So 
under no circumstance would I have ever made the connection…So I can’t 
imagine that other people would think that deeply; think what’s really 
going on here. I think instead they’re like why is he cheating? Why is he 
hitting me? Why is he not there for me? Or why is she nagging me? Like 
why is she yelling at me? Like why am I so unhappy? Not making that 
connection. 
Sara and Tracy’s expressions of the emotional pain associated with talking about 
slavery for Black people was alluded to by Great Guy in his own concern that thoughts of 
the influences of slavery may negatively affect his “mental, inner, [and] emotional 
space.” Additionally, like Donovan, Tracy also felt that even though “a lot of people 
[were not] walking around explicitly thinking about” the influences of slavery and 
imposition of whiteness on their intimate romantic relationship experiences, people also 
“don’t want[ed] to” think about it. Because “they want to move on to happier times,” by 
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highlighting the observation that ‘look, we have a Black president’ in attempts “to 
portray a post-racial society which doesn’t exist,” because “who wants to be brought 
down” and saddened by the thoughts of the effects of slavery on their lives and romantic 
relationships.  
Likewise, Sara emphasized Zaria’s articulation that “then it’s a negative when 
people are not understanding how our history affects us and you’re just fighting each 
other—you don’t know why,” in expressing that she “[couldn’t]t imagine that other 
people would think that deeply” about the influences of slavery on their coupling 
relationships. Like Zaria, she believed that never-married heterosexual Black men and 
women, without awareness of the influences of slavery and imposition of whiteness on 
how they perceived and treated each other in romantic relationships or coupling processes 
may probably question themselves and each other. They may have a limited 
understanding of “‘why is he cheating? Why is he hitting me? Why is he not there for 
me? Or why is she nagging me? Why is she yelling at me? Why am I so unhappy?’.” Sara 
seemed to be expressing that the “negative” effect of “when people are not 
understanding how [their] history affect [them]” may further create contentious 
relational interactions and coupling processes between never-married heterosexual Black 
women and men.   
Additionally, similar to participants such as Great Guy, Tracy and Sara expressed 
that they themselves were not able to make the connection until they learned about the 
residual effects of slavery either by reading or through academic programs. Tracy 
indicated that she became aware of the effects of slavery on her life and relationships 
because she “recently read a book…Racial Paranoia by John Jackson.” Likewise, Sara 
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expressed that she was able to “make the connection…and name it [slavery]” as an 
influencing factor on her romantic relationship experiences through her academic work. 
She uttered “…Because I know prior to what I’ve been doing in my program, I didn’t 
know…so under no circumstance would I have ever made the connection.” Unlike the 
other participant, Firefly was able to “make the connection” during the interviewing 
process as narrated on this theme. 
Firefly: But I don’t think we’re really conscious of how a lot of the 
damage that happened has infiltrated how we treat each other, which 
makes sense. Because if this damage affects how you see yourself, when 
you take yourself into a relationship, all the damage is going to come out. 
You know, all the damage is going to come out.  
I don’t think I’ve really thought about it before, actually. But now that 
I’m saying it, I’m like, wow, it makes sense. But yeah, I don’t think I 
would have ever had that conversation with someone I was in a 
relationship with who was the same race as me and be like, “The reason 
we can’t figure this out is because of…” Yeah, that’s really interesting. 
So, no, I don’t think we’re aware of that.  
Within the process of her awareness, Firefly sensed that “if this damage [the 
psychological and emotional imposition of whiteness that] being Black is the short-end of 
the stick and being white is the better way affects how you see yourself,” then it would 
affect one’s relationships as well. She explained that it would then impact one’s coupling 
relationship because “when you take yourself into a relationship, all the damage is going 
to come out.” Firefly seemed to be articulating that the damage of residual effects of the 
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imposition of whiteness and slavery had engendered negative distortion of Black male 
and female self-perceptions. To her, such damage also had the possibility to influence 
how Black women and men positioned themselves and interacted with each other within 
romantic relationships and coupling processes. Like other participants, Firefly expressed: 
“I don’t think we’re really conscious of how a lot of the damage that happened has 
infiltrated how we treat each other.” She herself was not conscious of this until “now 
that I’m [she was] saying it.” Firefly added, “I don’t think I would have ever had that 
conversation with someone I was in a relationship with who has the same race as me.” 
Awareness may lead to understanding of self and potential romantic partner 
 
Sara felt that her own awareness of the residual effects of slavery on her coupling 
processes and relationships “gave [her] a lot understanding [and] a lot of clarity.” She 
added that “it explained a lot” in reference to her “eight-year relationship” that she 
experienced as “unheath[iness] and abus[ive].”   
Sara: It gave me a lot of understanding; a lot of clarity. It explained a lot; 
it made me more aware and it just gives me something to – it gave me a 
new tool to my next relationship to kind of pay attention. Because I felt like 
my eight year relationship, after like the unhealthiness and the abuse, I 
learned from that…It was okay, my next relationship I want to have better 
communication. I want to see the signs early of anything that could be red 
flags and just pick up on that. So it’s like this is something I want to take 
in my next relationship like how can slavery be impacting what I’m trying 
to build here.  
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She explained that the recognition and connection “made [her] more aware.” She 
continued, “It gave me a new tool to my next relationship to kind of pay attention...it was 
okay, my next relationship I want to have better communication.” Sara expressed that she 
desired to be conscious of the ways residual effects of slavery may impact her efforts to 
cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationship with a potential partner. She added: 
“This is something I want to take in [to] my next relationship.” Sara seemed to be 
indicating that a critical aspect of her awareness of slavery might inform how she 
positions herself, communicates, and relates to a potential partner in her next relationship.  
Like Sara, Tracy felt that having an awareness of the residual effects of slavery 
may “lead to a deeper understanding…[and]…a little  more sympathy on both ends...” 
between  Black men and women. She expressed that such awareness may be crucial in 
understanding each other’s social and family of origin experiences because of historical 
oppressions.  
Tracy: Yeah, I think if things aren’t already combative, it might make it a 
little more combative. But it could also lead to a deeper understanding 
because as I said it’s like – and I’m not saying this is right; this could be 
problematic the way I’m looking at it – “Oh, poor Black man, I’m here to 
help you.” That’s not cool, but it might lead to a little more sympathy on 
both ends as far as like, oh, this is what you go through. This is what 
you’ve been through, your grandmother or whatever, and this stuff gets 
passed on. So I think it could lead to more understanding but also some 
combativeness as well.  
Interviewer: Some combativeness in what sense? 
323 
Tracy: Just anger and just realizing that historical oppression and then 
maybe seeing an instance of it in your current situation might make you 
speak on it quickly and make it into an issue, whereas before it might not 
have been that big of a deal. 
Tracy also articulated such awareness could be detrimental if “things” within the 
relationship “aren’t already combative, it might make it a little more combative.” She 
uttered that such realization of historical oppression on one’s relational interaction with 
romantic partners could bring about “combativeness or anger.” Such combativeness, 
according to Tracy, may surface if partners “speak on [the influence of slavery] quickly 
and make it into an issue.” She expressed that this could create a relational distress 
“whereas before it might not have been that big of a deal.” Tracy seemed to be 
indicating that effective communication, regarding awareness of slavery on couple 
relationships, is critical in bringing about “deeper understanding…[and]… a little more 
sympathy on both ends…” within never-married Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationships. Additionally, Tracy seemed to be cautioning that this “deeper 
understanding,” particularly for Black women, should not be translated as “oh, poor 
Black man, I’m here to help you.” She seemed to be declaring that both Black men and 
women in relationships had to be willing to engage in this awareness and understanding 
of the effects of slavery on their relational dynamics and perceptions of each other.  
Structural Descriptions of Socio-historical Context of the theme of Residual 
Effects of slavery and subthemes of Lack of awareness of the imposition of whiteness and 
residual effects of slavery, and Awareness may lead to understanding of self and 
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romantic partner: The life worlds represented within these theme and subthemes were 
lived time, lived space, lived body and lived relation to other. 
Within the context of lived time, the overwhelming majority of participants’ 
descriptions and interpretations about the residual effects of slavery on Black male-
female intimate romantic relationships today illustrated that the racist sadistic practices of 
slavery had profound impact on the relational and emotional attachments between Black 
men and women. Participants felt that the generational transmission of the psychological, 
emotional, spiritual, and relational traumas that Black men and women experienced 
during slavery seemed to have festered into relational distrust, skepticism, devaluation, 
contempt, separation, negative perceptions, and treatment of contemporary Black men 
and women in their pursuit of romantic attachments with each other. 
“I think women to some extent were allowed to be emotional and 
externalize certain things, whereas men, it’s just like work, be strong, 
whatever, and so deal with all that while also keeping a stern face. So I 
think that vestiges of that can be found in just the way people deal with not 
having a family, or at least not having that nuclear family but being kind 
of scattered and just having to deal with what they’re dealing with.” 
In the context of lived time, participants also felt that the silence around the 
traumas of slavery that were inflicted on their ancestors seemed to contribute to the 
present lack of awareness or limited awareness of the residual effects of slavery on the 
coupling experiences of heterosexual Black men and women.“…Because a lot of times I 
feel like it’s very difficult for Blacks, in general, to talk about slavery; to name it…” “…I 
think people – if it’s [effects of slavery] spoken about, I think they’ll recognize it, but I 
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don’t think it’s spoken about enough…” Most of the participants felt that present day 
Black women and women “[were] not walking around explicitly thinking about” the 
effects of slavery on their relationships.  
“I think if you sat them down and said it, they’d be like, “Oh yeah.” You 
wouldn’t have to say much. You’d be like, “Slavery and your 
relationship.” “Oh, yeah.” But it’s like I don’t think a lot of people are 
walking around explicitly thinking about that. They don’t want to. I mean, 
who wants to be brought down? Nobody wants to necessarily think about 
slavery and how it relates... They want to move on to happier times. 
“Look, we have a Black president, blah, blah, blah. Let’s talk about that.” 
In relating the awareness, recognition and acknowledgment of the residual effects 
of slavery to contemporary time, participants also made strong linkages to these 
influences on the lived body and lived space that Black people found themselves. 
Concerning lived body experiences, most of the participants expressed that awareness, 
acknowledgement, and conversation about slavery was psychologically and emotionally 
traumatic for Black people. Participants felt that within their lived bodies and those of 
other Black people, the pain of Maafa—“the great disaster”—still resonated profoundly 
with them as a collective ((Kambon, 1996, 1998). Most of the participants felt that the 
traumatic effects of “the great disaster” that were inflicted on their ancestors, which they 
endured for many generations, were still being carried in Black men and women’s 
physical, psychological, emotional, and spiritual bodies.   
“…Some of that stuff is like pain that's like - I read an article a long time 
ago and it was talking about how the history of slavery actually is - it's 
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like an emotional pain that's been leaking into the next generation. Almost 
like a gene in a sense because there was never any large scale emotional 
restoration. There wasn't even an economic restoration. We didn't get the 
forty acres and a mule and…we sure didn't get post-traumatic stress 
disorder treatment type of things…Yeah, so there was no like large 
initiative to talk to and coach Black people back into okay-ness after going 
through this long period of trauma. So it's there still.” 
There was a dominant sense from participants that post-traumatic effects of the 
brutal practices and beliefs during slavery were “still there—present” in the bodies, 
psyches, spaces and relations of Black men and women. In their lived bodies, participants 
seemed to share a strong connection psychologically and emotionally to their ancestors 
and the trauma they suffered. In most of their narratives on the effects of slavery on 
Black male-female romantic relationships, it seemed that participants placed themselves 
in the positions of their ancestors and often times spoke as though they embodied their 
emotional and psychological agonies.  
“I think that’s where it [slavery] started with the whole separation based 
on color. I wonder if that influenced like devaluing women, too, kind of 
like – I guess during slavery we could be separated so why do I have to 
have a strong link to you as my partner? You could just be taken 
advantage of completely, and I don’t have any power over that. So that 
could kind of make you devalue your partner. I don’t know – I think it’s 
really mixed up, and it’s hard to say what influenced what. But I know that 
it’s deep, and I know that it’s real, and I know.” 
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“…We can go all the way back to slave times when a male would be 
literally ripped away from his woman or from his family. In some 
instances, he would have to watch as white men raped his wife, you know 
what I mean? The psychology of what happened to Blacks, just in the 
relationship issues alone is insane. It’s insane.” 
“…So it’s like I think deep down people know it [the effects of slavery]…” 
It seemed that within their lived bodies—“deep down” in their psyche, 
participants felt and recognized the sense of sorrow, shame, and humiliation that their 
ancestors experienced as their relational “place of refuge,” safe haven and attachment to 
each other were scattered by the oppressive acts of white people. Similar to their 
ancestors, it appeared that participants sensed that Black men and women like themselves 
may subconsciously still “harbor all [their ancestors’] suffering” because “there was no 
like large initiative to talk to… coach Black people back into [psychological and 
emotional] okay-ness after going through this long period of trauma.” Just like their 
ancestors, participants seemed to feel that Black men and women’s difficulties to 
acknowledge and “name” the effects of slavery on their coupling relational experiences 
may be related to “also keeping a stern face” regarding the emotional and psychological 
anguish surrounding the pain, shame, humiliation and sadness they embody about 
slavery.  
“…Because a lot of times I feel like it’s very difficult for Blacks, in 
general, to talk about slavery; to name it…” 
“…You’d be like, “Slavery and your relationship.” “Oh, yeah.” But it’s 
like I don’t think a lot of people are walking around explicitly thinking 
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about that. They don’t want to. I mean, who wants to be brought down? 
Nobody wants to necessarily think about slavery and how it relates... They 
want to move on to happier times. “Look, we have a Black president, blah, 
blah, blah. Let’s talk about that.” 
“…So it’s like I think deep down people know it [the effects of slavery], 
but it’s just not conscious for various reasons because it’s just not good 
stuff to talk about…” 
“…that [connecting with the emotional effects of slavery] affects me more 
than anybody else that I'm even directing it towards. That's fucking up my 
mental, inner, emotional space. So I can't walk around with that chip on 
my shoulder…” 
From participants’ narratives, similar to their ancestors, it appeared that in Black 
men and women’s efforts to survive emotionally and psychologically, involved denying 
their pain. They also had to protect their emotional and psychological space and self, by 
concealing and being voiceless about the pain, sadness, shame, humiliation, rage and 
other emotions that they felt surrounding the effects of slavery on their relational lives. 
From participants’ descriptions, it is also possible that other Black men and women feel a 
sense of shame and guilt “naming” the presence of the residual effects of slavery on their 
romantic relational experiences and process.  
“… I don’t want to be the person that’s, “Oh, well you know because of 
slavery…” Like slavery didn’t cause me to cheat on my girlfriend…Yeah, 
but even still – I mean I don’t think people are aware of it…” 
“…Nobody wants to necessarily think about slavery and how it 
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relates...They want to move on to happier times. “Look, we have a Black 
president, blah, blah, blah. Let’s talk about that.” 
It seemed that the traumatic emotional and psychological pain of recognizing and 
relating the effects of slavery to one’s coupling relational experiences was so debilitating 
that Black men and women desired to “move on to happier times…of post-racial society 
which doesn’t exist.” Even with the ploy to “move on to happier times—a post-racial 
society,” the overwhelming majority of the participants raised the sentiment that 
heterosexual never married Black men and women seemed to be experiencing their 
coupling relationships within the shadows of the long period of physical, emotional, 
psychological, and spiritual trauma their ancestors experienced.  
“…And so those cultural things that have been around since slavery, I 
think the younger generation has just come to accept it as just part of our 
culture. That’s just part of how things are supposed to be when in fact it’s 
a remnant of slave culture. …I think as we try to continue to move towards 
this post-racial society, people are just going to accept these qualities of 
relationships as just how it is, and we’re going to forget where it came 
from. And I think that’s going to kind of close the door on changing it. It 
will just be accepted…” 
Within the context of lived relation to others, participants collectively felt that the 
“remnant of slave culture” damaged Black male-female romantic relationships. The lived 
relations of the continuing effects of slavery within participants’ coupling experiences 
spoke to “how a lot of the damage that happened[during slavery] has infiltrated how we 
[Black men and women] treat each other…Because if this damage affects how you see 
330 
yourself, when you take yourself into a relationship, all the damage is going to come 
out.” It appeared that participants interpreted the cost of slavery on Black male-female 
intimate romantic relationships as negative perceptions and treatment of women and men 
in relationships. They felt that the relational, psychological, and emotional loss in the 
lives of Black people attached to slavery “can never be qualified.”  
“Emotional damages…There were many practices during slavery that 
destroyed the bond of a nuclear family for Black males and Black 
females. Slave masters often berated Black males, slept with their wives 
and children. Many Black males were arrested, lynched and stripped of 
their manhood. This started a vicious cycle of self contempt & self-
hatred. The mental degradation lead to a whole host of coping 
outlets…like alcohol abuse and other practices that threatened 
and destroyed the Black nuclear and extended family. This loss can never 
be quantified.”  
Participants felt that the emotional devastation of the vestiges of slavery reflected 
the “fighting and devaluation” of Black men and women in romantic relationship with 
each other. They felt that some of the harmful remnants of slavery on these relationships 
were relational “distrust” and “contempt” between men and women, in which 
contemporary Black men and women seemed to have difficulties cultivating trusting and 
supportive relationships. From their lived experiences, participants shared a sense that 
Black men and women appeared emotionally and relationally estranged from each other. 
Within their relational experiences, participants felt that men and women seemed to 
struggle with relying on each other. It appeared that never married heterosexual Black 
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men and women may not be able to “communicate effectively with one another” and may 
feel like “well, I’ve got to do this all on my own” in their efforts to cultivate and maintain 
intimate romantic relationships. 
“…I think this is often why Black males will often date women outside of 
their ethnic background more often than their female counterparts, in 
attempts to create and hope for something new. And even explains why 
they may often treat their female counterparts with familiarity, harsh 
treatment, and contempt.” 
“…Because during slavery, who did they [Black women and men] really – 
who were they able to provide these outlets to… of crying and mourning 
and just the pain that they were going through. They endured all of that. 
They harbored it – all their suffering. And I think that’s been carried out 
through generations for why we can’t communicate effectively with one 
another; why we don’t express our feelings. Because for so long we’ve 
been holding it in; we’ve been dealing with it by ourselves…” 
A critical finding from participants’ lived experiences on the theme and 
subthemes of “residual effects of slavery” highlighted the devastating emotional, 
psychological, and relational assaults of the influence of slavery on present day Black 
male-female intimate romantic relationships. Additionally, participants’ experiences on 
this theme seemed to emphasize that a lack of awareness of the residual trauma of slavery 
on these relationships may thwart Black men’s and women’s efforts to understand each 
other as they establish and maintain romantic relationships. As one participant expressed, 
“…People are just going to accept these qualities of relationships as just how it is, and 
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we’re going to forget where it came from. And I think that’s going to kind of close the 
door on changing it. It will just be accepted…” 
Socio-cultural Context 
Textural Descriptions: In describing their lived experiences of cultivating and 
maintaining intimate romantic relationships with other never-married heterosexual Black 
men and women, participants also contextualized their experiences within the socio-
cultural context of how they observed and experienced Black male-female relationships 
in society, among friends, and within their families of origins. Participants felt that the 
portrayal and presence of these relationships in their personal lives as well as the larger 
society influenced their views and attitudes about cultivating and maintaining a romantic 
relationship with another Black female or male partner in ways that were either positive 
or negative. The theme “Rarity of Positive versus Prevalence of Negative Black male-
female Romantic Relationships” emphasized the experiences of participants regarding 
their perceptions and observations of Black male-female romantic relationships. 
“Rarity of Positive versus Prevalence of Negative Black male-female 
Romantic Relationships”  
Isabelle felt that based on her observations of the intimate romantic relationships 
among her Black friends and acquaintances, as well as in her city, her perception and 
conclusion was that “there is some kind of weirdness between” Black women and men.  
Isabelle: I definitely think that there is some kind of weirdness between the 
two. I feel like they’ll get into relationships, but not necessarily ever get 
married; or they’ll have kids together but not necessarily get married. I’m 
not sure why that is, the psychology of it. I don’t know. I think that’s very 
prominent, especially in Philadelphia, I think…I’m not sure if it just 
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reflects my experiences. When it’s with friends or with just acquaintances, 
I feel like that’s, I guess, the norm. 
She strongly felt that “the norm” of coupling relationships between Black men 
and women was depicted by “some kind of weirdness,” which prevented them from 
establishing a long-term relationship. According to Isabelle, long-term relationships 
seemed to mean marriage. She expressed, “I definitely think that there is some kind of 
weirdness between the two. I feel like they’ll get into relationships, but not necessarily 
ever get married; or they’ll have kids together but not necessarily get married.” She 
indicated that her experiences of “the norm” of Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationships were that Black men and women get into relationships and have children 
together but they “do not necessarily get married.” She explained that these types of 
relationships were what she observed as “very prominent” within her social circles. Sara 
shared similar perception as Isabelle regarding Black male-female romantic relationships. 
She expressed: 
Sara: I feel as though the intimate relationship between Black couples 
isn’t very prominent anymore. I feel like they don’t really exist when in 
comparison to other races. And exist more in like a positive fashion – I 
feel like Black couples aren’t getting married as often. I feel like that 
they’re having children out of wedlock more often than not. 
Like Isabelle, Sara felt that the dynamics of Black male-female romantic 
relationship that seemed to be prominent were those in which Black men and women 
enter “into relationships, but not necessarily ever get married; or they’ll have kids 
together but not necessarily get married.” Sara felt that “positive fashion” of intimate 
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relationship between heterosexual Black couples in which they are married and have 
children together in marriage “don’t really exist” and “isn’t very prominent 
anymore…when in comparison to other races.” She seemed to believe that there was a 
time when Black couples were getting married and that their romantic relationship was 
prominent and this seemed to be missing in her lived experiences. Like Isabelle, Sara 
indicated, “there is some kind of weirdness” between Black men and women that could 
be preventing them from developing “positive fashion” of intimate relationships. It also 
seemed that Sara was also making a distinction that this “weirdness” was not a coupling 
dynamic that she observed between heterosexual men and women of other racial grounds.  
Lauren and David Brown articulated similar experiences and perceptions that 
there seemed to be a “some kind of weirdness” between Black men and women in their 
efforts to cultivate and maintain a “positive fashion” of intimate relationships.  
David Brown: To me, it seems that Black men and women are at war with 
each other. You have a lot of single women raising kids by men they’ve 
been with, but you don’t see men too much in the same household with the 
Black women. For some reason we just can’t get along. I don’t mean that 
for everybody, but a good portion,… we’re at odds or war with each other. 
A lot of that has to do with probably our history in this country… We seem 
to have developed the mindset to destroy each other. Always putting each 
other down, and you can see that relevant today.  
Interviewer: In what way? 
David Brown: Just violence between Blacks and in relationships, Black 
men and Black women not being able to work things out and stay together 
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for a long period of time. Another thing, we don’t get married at the same 
rate as, let’s say Caucasians.  
David Brown felt that “the weirdness” that Isabelle and Sara perceived and 
experienced as part of Black male-female intimate relationship appeared to be that men 
and women “are at war with each other.” Like Isabelle and Sara, he felt that they 
“[were] at war with each other” because they had children together but were not able to 
“get along…work things out and stay together for a long period of time.” He expressed, 
“I don’t mean that for everybody, but a good portion,…we’re at odds or war with each 
other.” Consistent with Isabelle’s and Sara’s lived experiences, David Brown felt that 
there seemed to be a prevalence of Black male-female intimate romantic relationships in 
which women and men were not able to establish long-term positive quality relationships 
and were not getting married compared to other racial groups.  
In relating her perception and experience of Black male-female relationships to 
her grandparent’s relationships, Lauren felt that she did not think, “Black love is the same 
as it was before.” 
Lauren: I don’t think… Black love is the same as it was before. I guess I 
don’t know if it has anything to do with what’s on TV, how women are 
portrayed, or even how Black men are portrayed, but it just seems like 
we’re so adversarial now. It seems like there’s always such a struggle. 
You even see this with women…Like a lot of Black women are in a 
position that they are heads of their households because a relationship 
didn’t work out with the children’s father, or even so, they may be more 
educated. So, of course, there is some resentment then that builds up 
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because maybe a Black man that they’re dating does not have as much 
education or does not provide as much in terms of an income. Maybe they 
feel like they’re being emasculated and there is that struggle there. I don’t 
know, and I don’t know where it comes from, but it just seems like we 
don’t respect each other a lot anymore, just from what I have seen from 
my grandparents when they were married, before my grandfather passed. 
They always were partners, you know. 
Lauren seemed to be expressing that she noticed a difference in the ways, Black 
men and women relate to each other in romantic relationships when she compared it to 
her grandparents’ generation. She believed that the ways Black women and men were 
portrayed in the media fostered the adversarial dynamic between Black men and women. 
Like Isabelle, Sara, and David Brown she also felt that Black men and women were at 
“war with each other” and seemed to not “respect each other a lot anymore.” Similar to 
Sara, Isabelle, and David Brown, Lauren observed the prevalence of short-lived 
relationships between heterosexual Black women and men who establish romantic 
relationships, have children, and then separate. This indicated to participants that Black 
male-female intimate romantic relationships appeared to be in a state of crisis. They felt 
that these relationships were adversarial, filled with “weirdness…and resentment” in 
which women and men were “at war with each other.” Participants expressed a felt 
sense that the tension between women and men could be preventing them from 
establishing positive quality long-term relationships. Lauren further reflected on the 
dynamic of romantic partnership from her grandparent’s relationship, which she rarely 
observed or experienced within Black male-female romantic relationships today.    
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Lauren: My grandmother didn’t work and my grandfather did bring in the 
money, but at one point my grandfather lost his sight and so he could not 
work, and she did not work, so they relied on the disability and things that 
came in, but they were still always a team. I’m sure it kind of hurt my 
grandfather, the fact that he couldn’t go out to work and provide for his 
family the way that he was, but you know, it never broke up the marriage. 
She took care of him; he still took care of her and the family…I don’t see 
that. I just don’t see that. It just seems like couples now are always head 
butting over one thing or another, or trying to be the dominant one where 
you don’t see that true love anymore and that support. 
Interviewer: It sounds as if you’re also talking about teamwork, like 
working together as a team and being together as a team.  
Lauren: Yeah, because when I think of a couple, that’s what I think of. I 
don’t think of just two random people that decided to hook up and just 
spend time. Maybe some people look at it that way, but I guess for me, I 
look at relationships different. I mean if it’s somebody that you’re just 
going to kick it with then okay, but if it’s somebody that you’re saying, 
“Okay, well this is going to be my man,” or “this is going to be my woman 
and we are actually looking to build something,” I would think you would 
be a team, do what you can to solidify that team, and make that team 
strong so that if you do choose to get married, that’s what it’s going to be. 
Lauren experienced her grandmother and grandfather as being “always a team” 
even after her grandfather lost his sight and job, and her grandmother did not work. She 
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observed that all of the challenges of illness and job loss “never broke up the [her 
grandparents’] marriage.” As she indicated in her previous expression, Lauren seemed 
to believe that Black couples were not working as a “team” particularly concerning how 
the couples handle educational achievements of female partners and financial earnings of 
male partners within the relationships. She expressed that the problem could be that 
“there is some resentment…that builds up because maybe a Black man that they’re 
[Black women] dating does not have as much education or does not provide as much in 
terms of an income. Maybe they feel like they’re [Black men] being emasculated and 
there is that struggle there.”  
In referring to her grandparents’ relationship, Lauren felt that she did not witness 
such “resentment and struggle” because they “were still a team” and worked as partners. 
Lauren added, “I don’t see that. I just don’t see that. It just seems like couples now are 
always head butting over one thing or another, or trying to be the dominant one where 
you don’t see that true love anymore and that support.” She seemed to be inferring that 
the challenges and “struggles” that Black couples  have around working together as 
“supportive partners” within the context of “true love” could be related to educational 
and income imbalances between Black women and men. 
In today’s world, Lauren felt that she did not witness Black couples “working 
together as a team” and possessing what she called “true love and support,” she 
observed within her grandparents’ relationship. She was echoing similar views and 
perceptions about Black male-female intimate romantic relationships as those noted by 
David Brown, Sara, and Isabelle that these types of relationships appeared to lack the 
essence of togetherness and working as a team.  Lauren seemed to be inferring that part 
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of the reasons why Black male-female intimate romantic relationships were 
“adversarial” or that Black women and men “d[id] not respect” each other appeared to 
be connected to the issue of not knowing how to work interdependently by supporting 
each other in relationships.  
Like other participants, KB also felt that “strong quality” Black male-female 
intimate romantic relationships were rare compared to “poor quality” ones. He 
described: “Strong quality Black relationships” as “valuable…[and]…scarce.. In his 
attempts to identify an example of “strong quality” Black relationship in his life, he 
expressed “I guess this proves my point that I had a hard time thinking of what would be 
a good example.” Similar to Lauren, he felt that his uncle’s relationship with his wife 
exemplified “strong quality” Black relationships that were “scarce.” He felt that his 
uncle’s relationship with his wife was “strong” because “they both complement each 
other.”  
KB: It’s strong in the sense that they both complement each other. He 
works fulltime, and she in her own right is very highly educated and smart 
but decided to stay home and raise the children. For them, that bond 
works. They in public seem to complement each other. Just even in 
discussions that they’re having with other people, they both play off of 
each other…They have very strong ties to each other where you can kind 
of see that they enjoy each other’s company. No one is trying to outdo the 
other, but they both complement each other. Those are the things that I see 
that I would describe those aspects as part of a quality relationship.  
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KB’s description and observation of his uncle’s relationship appeared to be 
similar to what Lauren experienced of her grandparents’ relationships. Like Lauren, KB 
felt that his uncle’s relationship with his wife was “strong” because “they both 
complement[ed] each other...they ha[d] very strong ties to each other…they enjoy[ed] 
each other’s company…[and]…no one is trying to outdo the other.” He described this 
“quality relationship,” which according to him “[were] valuable…[but]…scarce” within 
Black male-female coupleship. To him this “quality relationships” consisted of 
“partnership and teamwork,” in which both man and woman were not “trying to be the 
dominant one” but“[complement]ing each other.” 
 KB further explained that the characteristic of relationship that he witnessed with 
his cousin and her boyfriend’s relationship was one in which they did not “complement 
each other” or shared the companionship of “a quality relationship” that he experienced 
with his uncle and wife. KB identified the characteristics of his cousin’s relationship with 
her boyfriend as common examples of Black male-female romantic relationships that the 
witnessed. 
KB: Other examples that I’ve had… I was raised by my cousin…Her 
boyfriend pretty much lived in the basement. So I don’t know what the 
dynamics really were in their relationship, but he only came out of the 
basement when he wanted to get some beer and that was about it. He 
wouldn’t come to any family functions really or anything like that, but 
they’d still, I guess, to some degree claim each other as being in 
something of a relationship….So you have two ends of the spectrum 
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there, but I would say the latter example is much more common from 
what I’ve seen… 
He felt that this quality of relationship between his cousin and her boyfriend in 
which they seemed to not “enjoy each other company, have very strong ties to each other 
and work as a team” were “much more common” from his observations and experiences 
of Black male-female intimate romantic relationships. He added that from his 
experiences, “poor quality relationships” between Black men and women tended to be 
“very combative at times…[and]…very manipulative.” Similarly, in reflecting on the 
quality of Black heterosexual coupling relationships within her family, Sara felt that she 
experienced “much more” poorer quality relationships in comparison to “positive” 
relationships.   
Sara: I think some can be very loving, however, I think some also lack 
understanding. And I think the lack of understanding is maybe, not even 
knowing who they are themselves. And the fact that they aren’t fully 
capable of expressing certain feelings or emotions, or communicating 
effectively for why the relationships could turn – or just not work out, I 
guess. Because I’m just even reflecting on my own family and thinking 
about the relationships that I’ve seen with aunts and uncle, or my family 
members who have never gotten married, and there are very few and far 
between positive Black relationships. And those who have positive 
relationships, it’s like one person’s Black and then the other person’s 
Latino, who they’re mated with. It’s not a black-Black couple. 
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Sara expressed, “Some [Black male-female romantic relationships could] be very 
loving,” while “some also lack[ed] understanding.” She explained that these 
relationships “lack[ed] understanding,” because individuals in these relationships were 
not “communicating effectively or [weren’t] fully capable of expressing feelings or 
emotions.” Similar to Kobe Bryant, Sara was indicating that having “strong ties and 
enjoying each other’s company,” whereby couples were able to “communicate 
effectively” and were capable of being vulnerable with each other, represented “positive 
quality relationships.” According to participants, these relationships appeared to be “very 
few and far between” among Black heterosexual men and women. Sara reflected that, in 
her family, couple relationships in which both partners were Black were not positive 
relationships” while those in which one partner was African-American and the other was 
Latino seemed to be “positive.” Sara further expressed that she wished “there were more 
positive” Black male-female romantic relationships.  
Sara: I wish that there were more positive ones [Black male-female 
romantic relationships]. I really do. But how I just brought up the 
president, I feel like with his relationship, and being on public display, 
and seeing how much they love one another, and how it’s very authentic, 
that it gives people like me and people in a different position as myself, 
more hope I think to the Black community.    
It [Mr. and Mrs. Obama’s relationship] gives me hope. Because with me 
being a doctoral student, I think that puts me on a different playing field 
with the type of men that would be attracted to me, and would feel 
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deserving of me, and kind of limits the kind of Black men that I could end 
up with.  
Interviewer: Can you say more? 
Sara: Because I feel like with African-American men, or with any man in 
general, ego is like – fuels their drive. And being with a woman who is a 
doctoral student, who is educated, who has her own thing, who’s like 
financially secure, attractive, and kind of just that go getter, I think is hard 
for a lot of men to handle.  So looking at Mr. and Mrs. Obama, and the 
fact that he is who he is on so many levels, and she kind of complements 
him in the same way, I think, is really like, wow. It can happen. I can find 
that man who I’m looking for.   
Sara felt that Barack and Michelle Obama’s relationship “[gave her] hope.” She 
believed this hope had greater effect on Black communities by stating “[It gave] more 
hope to the Black community.” She seemed to be articulating that the President and First 
Lady’s relationship with each other represented one of the few examples of “positive” 
Black male-female intimate romantic relationships within Black communities. Sara’s 
description of their relationship as “authentic love” and “complementary” of each other 
coincided with Lauren’s and KB’s descriptions and observations of “positive quality” 
Black male-female romantic relationships they witnessed within their families of origin. 
It appeared that the definitions and characteristics of “strong positive quality” 
heterosexual—“Black love,”— which were “scarce” but “valuable” within Black 
communities embodied authentic love, support, balance, interdependency, and 
togetherness between Black women and men. Particularly, participants admired and 
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valued the dynamic within these relationships in which both female and male were able 
to be their individual selves, both professionally and personally, and still worked together 
as a team without anyone “trying to dominate or outdo the other.” These aspects of 
relationship were very important to participants because what they experienced and 
observed largely within Black male-female romantic relationships was the antithesis of 
the characteristics of “strong positive quality” relationships. Thus, it seemed that having 
these few examples of “strong positive quality” Black heterosexual romantic 
relationships gave participants like Sara “hope.” 
KB and Zaria seemed to share similar hope with Sara regarding the influence of 
positive quality Black male-female romantic relationships such as his uncle’s relationship 
with his wife.  
KB: Okay. So I guess it depends on which example I’m looking at. If I’m 
talking about my uncle’s relationship, I feel motivated. I guess I feel 
happy just seeing that. I think as someone who sees a diamond in a 
haystack, the rarity of it, it makes you happy to see something like that, 
the rarity of it. So seeing that, I just feel happy. I feel inspired and 
empowered. 
Zaria:… I feel like I get a warm fuzzy feeling when I see good, positive 
Black male-female relationships because we're always seeing the 
opposite. So it makes me feel good when I see it. It gives me a, "Aww." 
You know? 
Interviewer: What do you think that feeling is tied to? 
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Zaria: I guess it's like oh there's hope. So it's like I am looking for 
something to be the opposite of how I feel like, "Relationships don't work, 
it's a waste of time.”  
Zaria articulated that she experienced “a warm fuzzy feeling when [she] see[s] 
good positive Black male-female relationships because we’re always seeing the 
opposite.” The “warm fuzzy feeling” of witnessing positive relationships as opposed to 
negative ones gave Zaria a sense of “hope” that Black male-female relationships “do 
work” and engaging in them was not “a waste of time.” Similarly, KB felt “happy, 
inspired and empowered” to have quality examples of Black male-female relationships 
such as his uncle’s relationship. From Sara’s, Zaria, and KB’s expressions, there was a 
sense of hope and inspiration to establish and nurture such “diamond in a haystack” 
romantic relationships with Black partners. However, the texture of Sara’s hope and 
inspiration seemed different from KB’s as she talked about her prospect of cultivating 
such relational “rarity” as an educated Black female.  
Sara’s pronouncement of her hope was quickly abated with a sense of 
hopelessness, when she expressed: “Because with me being a doctoral student, I think 
that puts me on a different playing field with the type of men that would be attracted to 
me, and would feel deserving of me, and kind of limits the kind of Black men that I could 
end up with.” There was a sense that Sara felt that having a higher education than her 
male partner could be a positive factor as well as limiting one in her attracting a potential 
mate. In her narrative, she pondered if potential partners would be attracted to her 
because of her education. She feared that they could feel that they did not deserve her 
because of her achievement. She worried whether academic achievement could hinder 
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her from cultivating and sustaining a relationship with a Black man. Sara’s sense of 
hopelessness seemed to be felt by Lauren as well. In her explication that a critical issue, 
obstructing heterosexual Black men and women, in their efforts to successfully cultivate 
and maintain intimate romantic relationships, Lauren expressed concerns about gender 
imbalance with regards to education and income achievements. Lauren expressed,   
Lauren: Like a lot of Black women are in a position that they are heads of 
their households because a relationship didn’t work out with the 
children’s father, or even so, they may be more educated. So, of course, 
there is some resentment then that builds up because maybe a Black man 
that they’re dating does not have as much education or does not provide 
as much in terms of an income. Maybe they feel like they’re being 
emasculated and there is that struggle there.    
For these female participants, gender imbalance in education and income and its 
effects on their coupling experienced appeared to be a major concern. For Lauren and 
Sara, gender imbalance between Black women and men was a contributing factor to the 
“resentment and struggles” that generated relational distress and “poor quality” 
relationships, which according to them and other participants characterized most Black 
male-female relationships. 
Likewise, Tracy expressed similar sentiments as other participants that “a great 
intimate relationship between a Black male and a Black female…fe[lt] like a 
rarity…[because]…they [were] hard to come by.” Consistent with the experiences of KB 
and Sara, she felt that in her personal life, finding an example of such relationships was 
“hard.” Similar to Sara’s concern about the “scarce” models of positive Black male-
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female relationships, Tracy also wondered as to “whether or not [she would] actually 
have [an intimate exclusive relationship] with a Black male that [would] last a really 
long time.”  
Tracy: So generally…It’s hard for me sometimes to find an example of a 
great intimate relationship between a Black male and a Black female. I 
was just about to say, they’re hard to come by. I know they’re out there. I 
watch TV and then I’ll see people walking down the street, like a Black 
man and a Black woman holding hands. But as far as personally, out of all 
the Black women I know and Black men I know; I really don’t know that 
many, so it just feels like a rarity…I don’t know, it affects how I think 
about whether or not I’ll actually have one with a Black male; an intimate 
exclusive relationship that will last a really long time, because I don’t 
have a lot of examples to draw from in real life. So my thoughts is just they 
don’t seem that commonplace…. 
From participants’ lived experiences, it appeared that their perceptions and 
experiences of the “prevalence of poor quality” Black male-female romantic 
relationships and “rarity of strong positive quality” Black male-female romantic 
relationships influenced their attitudes and expectations of cultivating and maintaining 
intimate romantic relationships with potential romantic partners.  
“Putting things in people’s minds” 
 
Isabelle thought that observation of the prevalence of “poor quality” romantic 
relationships, in which Black women and men “get into relationships, but not necessarily 
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ever get married or they’ll have kids together but not necessarily get married,” had a 
negative influence on the minds of never-married Black women and men. 
Isabelle: I kind of think it’s like a bad thing because there’s like that 
stigma attached to it…like they’re never going to get married, or Black 
men and women don’t want relationships, or they don’t have lasting 
relationships. So I think it’s definitely a bad thing.  
She expressed that the prevalence of Black men and women having tenuous short-
term relationships was “a bad thing.” She felt that such prominent characteristics of 
these relationships represented “stigma” that was “attached” to Black male-female 
romantic relationships. Isabelle sensed that the implicit messages denoted with the 
“stigma attached” to these courtship were that Black men and women “don’t want 
relationships, don’t have lasting relationships [and that] they’re never going to get 
married.” Within her narratives, there appeared to be felt sense that the “stigma 
attached” to Black male-female relationships was a mark of disgrace on the reputation of 
these relationships. To Isabelle, this mark of disgrace seemed to “definitely [be] a bad 
thing” because it probably confirmed her lived experiences of the “weirdness between 
Black men and women,” which to her meant that these women and men did not desire 
stable long-term romantic relationships. Not only did she feel that the “stigma attached” 
to Black male-female relationship was that “they don’t want to get married, or want 
relationships or have lasting relationships,” she felt that “for some reason they can’t get 
their act together to get married.”  
Interviewer: So you feel like it’s a stigma, and the stigma is that Black men 
and women don’t want to get married?  
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Isabelle: Yeah, or for some reason they can’t get their act together to get 
married, I guess.   
Interviewer: What would you say “getting their act together to get 
married” means? 
Isabelle: I guess having that vision for themselves, like I want to get 
married and have kids and have that, I guess, vision. I guess the American 
dream…For me, it’s [The American dream] to have a good career, get 
married, have kids, and raise them as a unit. 
Isabelle's statement indicated that she herself have embraced the “stigma 
attached” to these relationships. The stigma, that Black men and women “don’t want to 
get married, want relationships or have lasting relationships,” when she emphasized 
“for some reason they can’t get their act together to get married.” To her, “getting their 
act together to get married” meant that Black men and women possessed and achieved 
“the American dream.” Isabelle seemed to be indicating that Black men and women were 
at fault for not “making their relationship not work” because “they [could] n’t get their 
act together to get married [and] have the American dream.” She appeared to be 
blaming Black women and men for not achieving the American dream, which entailed 
having “a good career, get married, have kids and raise them as a unit.”  
Isabelle’s views of these romantic relationships indicated ways she had been 
influenced by the “stigma attached” to be Black male-female relationships. Similarly, 
from Zaria’s expression about the sense of hope she felt when she “see[s] a good positive 
Black relationship,” it appeared that like Isabelle, Zaria also had internalized the 
“stigma” that “[Black male-female] relationships don’t work.”  
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Zaria: I guess it's like oh there's hope [to see good positive Black 
relationships]. So it's like I am looking for something to be the opposite of 
how I feel like, "Relationships don't work, it's a waste of time.” Like really 
inside secretively, I'm looking for somebody to negate that statement. So 
when I see that it's just like, "Yeah, alright - there's hope."  
Zaria’s internalization of this “stigma” was evidenced in her admission, “It’s like 
I am looking for something to be the opposite of how I feel like, ‘relationships don’t work, 
it’s a waste of time’.” She reinforced the sentiment that she could have embraced this 
“stigma” by stating: “Like really inside secretively, I’m looking for somebody to negate 
that statement.” This utterance highlighted Zaria’s awareness that she had embraced the 
“stigma” as well as adopted the perception and attitude that Black male-female romantic 
relationships “d[id] not work” and these relationships were “a waste of time.” It also 
appeared that Zaria’s knowledge of her consciousness regarding ways her internalization 
of this “stigma,” compelled her to look for “good positive Black relationships” that 
could “negate [the internalized] statement—stigma that relationships don’t work.”  
Like Zaria, Isabelle admitted that from her observations and experiences in 
romantic relationships with Black men, she concluded that Black men and women 
“[couldn’t] make [their relationship] work.” Thus she felt that she did not view these 
relationships as “necessarily…a good…relationship.”  
Isabelle: I don’t see it [Black male-female relationship] as necessarily like 
a good, I guess, relationship. Well, I guess from what I’ve seen, from my 
experiences, it hasn’t been a good relationship. Sometimes they’ll get 
along, but for some reason they can’t make it work….Yeah…they can’t 
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make it work… I’m not sure why, though…I think it’s horrible because it 
kind of puts things in people’s minds.  
Isabelle felt that her experiences in being in relationships with Black men were 
not positive. It appeared that her experiences in relationships with Black men reinforced 
the notion that the romantic relationship between Black women and men was not a “good 
relationship,” ‘[do] not work,” and “[was] a waste of time.” These experiences probably 
solidified in her mind that the “stigma attached” to these romantic relationships were 
accurate. She lamented that the perception and attitude that Black men and women 
“[Couldn’t] make [their relationship] work” was “horrible because…it puts things in 
people’s minds.” It seemed that Isabelle tried to distance herself from this mark of 
disgrace attached to Black male-female relationships by using the pronoun “they” rather 
than “we” even though she admitted that she had attempted unsuccessfully to couple 
with Black men. Isabelle’s experiences along with witnessing other Black male-female 
intimate romantic relationships appeared to have brought her to the conclusion that Black 
men and women “Sometimes…get along, but for some reason they can’t make it work.” 
Isabelle seemed to be saying that Black men and women “do get along, sometimes, but 
for some reason” their relationships were short-lived and they were unable to sustain or 
maintain the relationship. 
Isabelle:…I think it’s horrible because it kind of puts things in people’s 
minds.  
Interviewer: Like what? 
Isabelle: Some of my Black female friends are like, “I won’t date a Black 
guy because they don’t want to get married.” It’s like that’s not 
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necessarily true… Some of my Black male friends are like, “I don’t want 
to get married to a Black girl because they always have attitude.” It’s like 
all these stereotypes.  
Furthermore, Isabelle expressed dismay around her conscious awareness that 
Black men and women “[couldn’t] make their relationships work, [which then]…puts 
things in people’s minds.” The “things in people’s minds” to which she was referring to 
were: “I won’t date a Black guy because they don’t want to get married or “I don’t want 
to get married to a Black girl because they always have attitude.” Isabelle expressed that 
she thought that the stigma ingrained in the minds of people such as her friends resulted 
from the prevalence of tenuous short-lived romantic relationships between Black men 
and women. To Isabelle, these “things” were “stereotypes” about Black men and women 
in relationships with each other.  
Nonetheless, the reaction of Isabelle and her peers to the prevalence of short-term 
tenuous relationships between Black men and women manifested emotions of 
ambivalence towards potential female or male partners and discontentment about Black 
heterosexual coupling relationships. These emotions seemed to generate accusatory and 
blaming narratives between Black men and women towards each other, as Isabelle’s 
narrative indicated. It appeared that Isabelle and her friends have internalized—“put in 
[their] minds”— the disgrace and stigma attached to Black male-female romantic 
relationships. This was evidenced by the accusatory and blaming narratives, and 
perceptions they had towards each other when she expressed:“Some of my Black female 
friends are like, “I won’t date a Black guy because they don’t want to get 
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married.”…Some of my Black male friends are like, “I don’t want to get married to a 
Black girl because they always have attitude.”   
In addition to internalizing the stigma attached to Black male-female intimate 
romantic relationships, it is possible that Isabelle feared that she would not achieve the 
American dream of “a good career, get married, have kids and raise them as a unit.” 
She expressed this in the statement below by referring to “we” instead of “them.”  
Isabelle: I think it’s sad that we can’t get our acts together. I think it’s just 
real sad…Yeah. It’s sad, but I think it’s like so, I guess, prominent that I 
hear so many stereotypes behind it [Black male-female relationships] that 
I feel like it may not necessarily get any better.  
Interviewer: You don’t think it’s going to get better? 
Isabelle: Yeah, I don’t think it’s going to get that much better. I feel like a 
lot of the Black girls that I am friends with or acquaintances with, they’ll 
see me with a White guy or an Asian guy and he’s treating me nice. 
They’ll be like, “Oh my god. I’m going to get me a White boyfriend.” You 
know, so I feel like it’s changing, but not necessarily for the better, I 
guess…I guess not better, because they’re going more towards other 
races… feel like it’s kind of it works both ways. Black men are going 
towards other races, and Black females are going towards other races…I 
think there’s definitely going to be a lot less married Black male-females, 
like married together.  
She expressed that she felt “sad that we can’t get our acts together.” Isabelle 
seemed to be including herself in the “we,” which suggested that she also saw herself as 
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not being able to “get [her] act together… to get married or have long term 
relationships.” She felt that because of the “many stereotypes behind” or attached to 
Black male-female relationships, she predicted that these relationships “may not 
necessarily get any better.” In a sense, it seemed that Isabelle was articulating her 
“sadness” that these relationships may never change but rather worsen because of the 
“many stereotypes” attached to them. She expressed that the reason why she felt “it may 
not necessarily get any better” was because, Black men and women were “going more 
towards other races.” The “they” that she was referred to also seemed to include her 
along with other never married heterosexual Black women and men. Isabelle expressed a 
sense of hopelessness and dejection about the coupling processes and relationships of 
Black women and men. 
The feelings of hopelessness and dejection, the relational tension—“weirdness” 
— between Black men and women, along with  the stigma attached to these relationships 
could be “moving”  Isabelle and other men and women, “towards [coupling] with other 
races.” Isabelle felt that Black men and women, herself included, have the perception 
that Black male-female relationships would not “get much better,” therefore couple with 
other races because “they [could] get what they need[ed] from those other races that they 
[couldn’t] get from Black men or Black women.”  
Isabelle seemed to be indicating that Black men and women, like her, had 
concluded that their relational and emotional needs could not be met within Black male-
female intimate relationships. Thus, “they move towards other races,” whom they feel 
could treat them “nicer.” It is possible that never married heterosexual Black men and 
women “move[d] to towards other races” in hopes of establishing relationships that were 
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not attached to negative stereotypes or stigma of “never going to get married, don’t want 
relationship, don’t have lasting relationships or can’t make it work.” Isabelle concluded, 
“I think there’s definitely going to be a lot less married Black male-females, like married 
together.”  
Likewise, Sara concurred with Isabelle that the prevalence of “distress[ed]” 
Black male-female romantic relationships, reinforced the stigma that these relationships 
were not successful, particularly, in relation to marriage.  
Sara: I think it’s [Black male-female intimate romantic relationship] in a 
state of distress because I feel as though less Black couples are getting 
married. And I feel like less Black couples even have it on the radar. I feel 
like it’s just – marriage isn’t an option – like it’s an option now and it’s an 
option that people don’t want because it just costs more money. Whereas, 
okay, we can have the kids without getting married; we can make this 
work without the union. And it’s just being – continued to be passed down. 
It also seemed that Sara was expressing that due to the“ state of distress” of Black 
male-female intimate romantic relationships, fewer Black women and men had the idea 
of marriage on “their radar…or…in their minds.” According to Isabelle, the emotional 
plights that apparently dominated Black male-female relationships “ha[d] put thing in 
people’s minds” that marriage was an option they would rather opt out of. It is possible 
that never married Black men and women felt that their relationships were in “a state of 
distress” and perceived that the relationships could “not work out.” Particularly if they 
had also internalized the “stigma attached” to these relationships, they could prefer 
simply to have children and try to make “the union work” without the financial expenses 
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or the emotional and relational burdens of marriage. Sara expressed that this could be the 
reason why the idea of marriage had become less on “the radar - minds” of Black 
women and men. She felt that such a thought process could become generational because 
“it’s just being—continued to be passed down.”  
Similar to Isabelle, David Brown also felt that the intimate romantic relational 
experiences between Black men and women would “not get better.” Unlike Isabelle, 
however, he expressed a sense of hope.  
David Brown: Well, I wish we could get along better, 100 percent all the 
way across the board. I wish, I hope one day we get it together. I don’t 
really like it, but it is what it is. I would rather see us getting along…Just 
for the simple fact of us not treating each other well and us not getting 
along; that in it of itself. Just that fact can make someone sad or 
depressed. I can watch other races how they just naturally click and get 
along, for the most part. I mean you have your exceptions, but they just 
seem to get along better. 
David Brown also expressed sadness that Black men and women seemed to be at 
“war with each other and can’t get along to make their relationship work.” Like Isabelle, 
he was discouraged that Black men and women did not “naturally click and get along” 
like the other races. Similarly, Sara felt dismayed regarding the prevalence of distressed 
Black male-females romantic relationships. She expressed that her observations of Black 
male-females relationships not ending in marriages made her discouraged about her own 
prospect of “ever getting married.”  
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Sara: Discouraged about ever getting married myself or that I will find a 
partner that will be at a place where I am to want to get married. 
Interviewer: Okay. So I’m assuming that you want to marry a Black man.  
Sara: Yes…It saddens me and it’s a little disappointing, too, because 
ultimately I am interested in getting married and I am interested in raising 
a family. And I just have concerns of if it’s realistically ever going to 
happen. 
She further expressed that she also felt discouraged about whether she would 
“Find a partner that [would] be at a place where” she was and would want to be 
married. Based on her concern of how her educational and financial achievements could 
“limit the kind of Black men that [she] could end up with,” Sara feared that she may not 
find a partner at a similar place of educational and financial accomplishments. Her 
discouragement and concern were connected to her recognition of the rarity of the type of 
Mr. and Mrs. Obama’s relationships in Black communities. Sara felt that Mr. and Mrs. 
Obama were both accomplished individuals but they still worked together, supported 
each other, and complement one another other while displaying authentic love that gave 
people like Sara hope. Sara expressed apprehension concerning her prospect of finding a 
potential male partner that would be attracted to her and felt deserving of her as female 
partner who was accomplished educational and financially, because the majority of her 
experiences of Black male-female romantic relationships seemed to indicate to her that 
such matches were scarce.  
Lauren shared similar feelings as Sara regarding her prospect of mate selection. 
She felt that her observations and experiences of a pervasive lack of togetherness that 
358 
seemed to characterize Black male-female relationships nowadays contrasted to her 
grandparents’ generation could somewhat limit her choices of the type of men she 
partnered with.  
Lauren: It makes me feel like maybe my choices might be limited then, 
because if a lot more of this generation is adopting that kind of mindset, 
and being that I was raised with the intention of forming that type of team 
and partnership, I don’t know how many others that I would meet that 
would actually have that same mentality.  
I feel that somewhat limits my selection then, because I’m going to want 
someone that’s going to be like-minded and that’s going to be thinking the 
same thing and not like we’re going to be in a relationship, but I’m still 
going to be out for mine and you be out for yours. I understand initially 
when you’re first getting to know each other, but as you hopefully grow 
closer and closer that should go away, but I’m not really seeing a lot of 
relationships where that does go away. 
Lauren feared that she might not meet a Black partner who had similar mentality 
or the intention of “forming a team and partnership” in romantic relationship akin to the 
mindset that she was raised with and that she witnessed in her grandparents’ relationship. 
She explained that she did not desire a romantic relationship with a Black man, in which 
they both agreed to “be in a relationship, but…still going to be out for mine and you be 
out for yours.” Like Sara, she seemed discouraged that many Black male-female 
relationships did not last or resulted in marriage. Her discouragement also appeared to be 
heavily connected to the perception that many of these relationships lacked authentic 
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love, partnership, understanding, support, and effective communication. These 
experiences and observations seemed to diminish Lauren’s hopes of “forming a team and 
partnership” with a Black male partner.  
Tracy felt similar sense of discouragement as Lauren, Sara, Isabelle, and David 
Brown in expressing the difficulty she experienced in identifying “an example of a great 
intimate relationship between a Black male and a Black female.”  
Tracy: It’s [hard to find an example of a great intimate relationship 
between a Black male and a Black female and] makes me feel almost like 
defeated and just discouraged. Whatever the word is for not being 
encouraged to pursue one and yeah, I guess when I see a Black male with 
a female that’s not Black, it does tick me off a little bit. But when I see 
Black males and Black females together it does make me happy. It makes 
me happy to know that they exist, so that gives me faith and that 
encourages me to keep hope alive, but it’s hard to keep that when you 
don’t see that many…I just feel like the chances of it are very slim. I can 
find a sex partner, but as far as a loving, long-term relationship and a 
partner that I can raise kids with and run a household with, the hope for 
that is really, really low…It’s like I know that’s out there, but the kind of 
relationship I’m talking about is more monogamous, one unit in a 
household, marriage, the whole tradition kind of thing. That’s what I’m 
thinking about. That’s what there seems to be a lack of. 
Tracy expressed that not witnessing great quality romantic relationship between 
Black men and women, particularly one that she also desired for herself—“monogamous, 
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one unit in a household, marriage,” made her “feel almost defeated and discouraged.” 
Consequently, she did not feel encouraged to “pursue one,” an intimate romantic 
relationship with a Black man. Her expression of “not being encouraged to pursue one” 
seemed to emerge from her feelings of defeat, discouragement, frustration, and sadness 
that she did not “see many” great quality Black male-female romantic relationships. She 
expressed: “It makes me happy to know that they exist, so that gives me faith and that 
encourages me to keep hope alive, but it’s hard to keep that when you don’t see that 
many…” like Sara and other participants, Tracy felt it was “Hard to keep hope 
alive…when you don’t see that many…great intimate relationships between a Black 
woman and a Black man.” She expressed this made her “chances of [establishing] a 
loving, long-term relationship with a partner [she could] raise kids with and run a 
household with… very slim [and] the hope for is really, really low.” From these 
expressions, Tracy also felt hopeless and sad that her desire of developing and sustaining 
a “monogamous, one unit in a household, great long-term marriage” with a Black man 
would not materialize. It appeared that these feelings of sadness and hopelessness could 
have influenced her defeated stance of “not being encouraged to pursue one.” Because 
just like Zaria, she could fear or could have also internalized the stigma that “[Black 
male-female relationships] don’t work…[because she didn’t]…see that many” and thus, 
hoping or desiring this type of relationship or even cultivating it, was “a waste of time.”  
Like the other participants, KB felt “frustrated” regarding the type of relationship 
between his cousin and her boyfriend. He added that his feeling of frustration seemed to 
be related to “the sense that they both chose to accept [their relationship] conditions.” 
KB also felt that his frustration was connected to his knowledge that their relationship 
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could be better as a result of his uncle’s relationship with his wife. He also added that 
witnessing “poor quality” relationship amongst his friend elicited “greater feeling of 
frustration” for him.   
KB:…with my cousin example, I see as a little frustrated primarily 
because I guess frustration in the sense that they both chose to accept 
those conditions… But from what I envision a relationship should be from 
the example set by my uncle, seeing her situation brings some 
frustration… But I do have friends that have been in kind of poor 
relationships or kind of destructive relationships where the two don’t get 
along, where the two cheat on each other all the time or things like that. 
So as a friend of either one or both people, I get frustrated, but it doesn’t 
bring out that same degree of feeling, frustration, as it does when I see a 
family member in that situation. 
Structural Descriptions of Socio-cultural Context of the theme of Rarity of 
positive versus prevalence of negative Black male-female romantic relationships and 
subtheme of “Putting things in people’s mind”: The life world represented within these 
theme and subthemes were lived time, lived space, and lived body. 
Within the contexts of lived time and lived space, the overwhelming majority of 
the participants felt that their observations and experiences of Black male-female intimate 
romantic relationships within contemporary society, their social circles, and family of 
origins informed them that there was a scarcity of “positive quality long-term 
relationships” and an abundance of “negative quality short-term relationships.” 
Participants particularly made the distinction that the “prevalence” of short-term, poor 
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quality, distressed relationships and “rarity” of long-term, quality relationships and 
marriage influenced their current attitudes and perceptions of Black male-female 
romantic relationships as well as their desires to establish long-term relationships with 
Black partners in the future.    
“I feel as though the intimate relationship between Black couples isn’t 
very prominent anymore. I feel like they don’t really exist when in 
comparison to other races. And exist more in like a positive fashion – I 
feel like Black couples aren’t getting married as often. I feel like that 
they’re having children out of wedlock more often than not.” 
“I don’t think, if…Black love is the same as it was before...it just seems 
like we don’t respect each other a lot anymore, just from what I have seen 
from my grandparents when they were married, before my grandfather 
passed. They always were partners...they were…always a team... I don’t 
see that. I just don’t see that...” 
“… It’s hard for me sometimes to find an example of a great intimate 
relationship between a Black male and a Black female…they’re hard to 
come by… But as far as personally, out of all the Black women I know and 
Black men I know; I really don’t know that many, so it just feels like a 
rarity…my thoughts is just they don’t seem that commonplace…” 
Within their lived time and lived space, participants felt that “there [were] very 
few and far between positive Black relationships.” The type of relationships that they 
experienced to be “commonplace…[were those in which] couples now [were] always 
head butting over one thing or another, or trying to be the dominant one where you 
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[didn’t] see that true love anymore and that support.” As a result of the prevalence of 
“poor quality relationships” and rarity of “positive quality relationships” both in their 
personal and social spaces, participants seemed to conclude that “there [was] some kind 
of weirdness between” Black men and women. According to them, this “weirdness 
between Black men and women” reinforced their lived experiences and views in society 
that Black male-female romantic relationships were adversarial, unstable, difficult and 
short-lived. 
“…To me, it seems that Black men and women are at war with each 
other… For some reason we just can’t get along. I don’t mean that for 
everybody, but a good portion,… we’re at odds or war with each other… 
Always putting each other down, and you can see that relevant today…” 
“…Black men and Black women not being able to work things out and 
stay together for a long period of time. Another thing, we don’t get 
married at the same rate as, let’s say Caucasians.”  
“…I guess I don’t know if it has anything to do with what’s on TV, how 
women are portrayed, or even how Black men are portrayed, but it just 
seems like we’re so adversarial now...” 
Within the lived space and lived time that participants were observing and 
experiencing Black male-female romantic relationships, there was a sense that Black men 
and women “were at war with each other, not able to work things out and stay together 
for a long period of time, and d[id]n’t get married at the same rate” compared to other 
racial groups in society. Participants overwhelmingly articulated these sentiments and 
collectively narrated the ways they observed and experienced the dominance of these 
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relational dynamics within many of the Black male-female relationships. From 
participants’ lived experiences of space and time, they interpreted the coupling context of 
Black male-female romantic relationships as filled with romantic attachments that were 
short-lived, distressed, poor quality, lacking in authentic love, togetherness, and support. 
These interpretations seemed to generate a sense in the lived bodies and minds of 
participants that “there [was] a stigma attached” to Black male-female romantic 
relationships. Participants described how the “stigma” “put things in people’s minds,” 
both theirs and possibly the minds of other never married heterosexual Black men and 
women. 
“…I kind of think it’s like a bad thing because there’s like that stigma 
attached to it…like they’re never going to get married, or Black men and 
women don’t want relationships, or they don’t have lasting relationships. 
So I think it’s definitely a bad thing.  
“…I think it’s horrible because it kind of puts things in people’s 
minds…Like what? “I won’t date a Black guy because they don’t want to 
get married.” It’s like that’s not necessarily true… Some of my Black male 
friends are like, “I don’t want to get married to a Black girl because they 
always have attitude.” It’s like all these stereotypes. 
“…I think it’s [Black male-female intimate romantic relationship] in a 
state of distress because I feel as though less Black couples are getting 
married. And I feel like less Black couples even have it on the radar. I feel 
like it’s just – marriage isn’t an option –…okay, we can have the kids 
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without getting married; we can make this work without the union. And 
it’s just being – continued to be passed down.” 
“… I guess it's like oh there's hope. So it's like I am looking for something 
to be the opposite of how I feel like, "Relationships don't work, it's a waste 
of time." Like really inside secretively, I'm looking for somebody to negate 
that statement. So when I see that it's just like, "Yeah, alright - there's 
hope."  
It appeared that conscious and subconscious awareness of the “stigma” brought 
on and reinforced by the prevalence of short-time, distressed, poor quality relationships 
created a lived body experience in which most participants appeared to have internalized 
the attitudes, perspectives and what one participant called “stereotypes” regarding these 
relationships.  These stereotypes were that  “Black male-female romantic relationships 
[did]n’t work, they [could]n’t get their act together to get married, they’re never going to 
get married, Black men and women d[id]n’t want relationships, they d[id]n’t have lasting 
relationships and building these relationships [was] a waste of time.” One participant 
expressed that it was prominent for she to “Hear so many stereotypes behind Black male-
female relationships.” Thus, she seemed doubtful that people’s internalized attitudes and 
perspectives, and “stigma attached” to these relationships that “they don’t work, don’t 
last, or don’t end in marriages” would “necessarily get any better.”  
It appeared that in their efforts to “negate [the internalized] stigma attached” to 
Black male-female relationships as well as their experiences of numerous “poor quality” 
relationships, most participants expressed how the presence of the rarity of “positive 
great quality” relationships placed “t in [their] minds” and their lived bodies, some 
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optimism, happiness, inspiration, empowerment, assurance, and admiration. There 
seemed to be a dominant sense of hopefulness as well as pride in witnessing “positive 
great quality” Black male-female romantic relationships, which one participant described 
as “Diamond in a haystack…[because of] the rarity of it.” 
“…If I’m talking about my uncle’s relationship, I feel motivated. I guess I 
feel happy just seeing that. I think someone that sees a diamond in a 
haystack, the rarity of it, it makes you happy to see something like that, the 
rarity of it. So seeing that, I just feel happy. I feel inspired and 
empowered.” 
“…I feel like I get a warm fuzzy feeling when I see good, positive Black 
male-female relationships because we're always seeing the opposite. So it 
makes me feel good when I see it. It gives me a, "Aww." You know?” 
“…It makes me happy to know that they exist, so that gives me faith and 
that encourages me to keep hope alive, but it’s hard to keep that when you 
don’t see that many...” 
“… I wish that there were more positive ones [Black male-female 
romantic relationships]. I really do. But how I just brought up the 
president, I feel like with his relationship, and being on public display, 
and seeing how much they love one another, and how it’s very authentic, 
that it gives people like me and people in a different position as myself, 
more hope I think to the Black community…” 
Within lived bodies and from their narratives, many of the participants also 
expressed a sense of strong desire to “see more positive relationships.” In addition, one 
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participant seemed to believe that witnessing the presence of such “diamond in a 
haystack” also gave Black communities a sense of hope. It appeared that the existence of 
long-term quality relationships, which participants experienced as consisting of qualities 
such as authentic love, partnership, and support gave them “hope” that they could also 
cultivate such relationships in their own personal lives as well. However, the feelings of 
optimism, empowerment, and inspiration that participants felt with regards to cultivating 
positive quality long-term romantic relationships in their lives appeared to be stifled by 
their dominant awareness of the prevalence of poor quality Black male-female 
relationships. Likewise, the sense of hopefulness that they felt was quickly dashed by 
their lived experiences of the rarity of “loving, long-term monogamous partnerships and 
marriages” and possibly their unconscious awareness of the internalized “stigma 
attached” to Black male-female romantic relationships.  
“…It affects how I think about whether or not I’ll actually have one with a 
Black male; an intimate exclusive relationship that will last a really long 
time, because I don’t have a lot of examples to draw from in real life.” 
“Discouraged about ever getting married myself or that I will find a 
partner that will be at a place where I am to want to get married…It 
saddens me and it’s a little disappointing, too, because ultimately I am 
interested in getting married and I am interested in raising a family. And I 
just have concerns of if it’s realistically ever going to happen.” 
“It makes me feel like maybe my choices might be limited then, because if 
a lot more of this generation is adopting that kind of mindset, and being 
that I was raised with the intention of forming that type of team and 
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partnership, I don’t know how many others that I would meet that would 
actually have that same mentality.”  
“…But it’s hard to keep that…hope alive… when you don’t see that 
many…I just feel like the chances of it are very slim. I can find a sex 
partner, but as far as a loving, long-term relationship and a partner that I 
can raise kids with and run a household with, the hope for that is really, 
really low…It’s like I know that’s out there, but the kind of relationship 
I’m talking about is more monogamous, one unit in a household, 
marriage, the whole tradition kind of thing. That’s what I’m thinking 
about. That’s what there seems to be a lack of...” 
It is important to note that most female participants especially expressed a 
sense of hopelessness and discouragement regarding their desires to 
cultivate “loving, long-term monogamous partnerships and marriages.” 
Both female and male participants expressed dominant sense of sadness, 
frustration, defeat, and discouragement about the distressed state of Black 
male-female relationships that they witnessed. 
The “rarity” of long-term positive quality romantic relationships and 
“prevalence” of short-term poor quality ones, seemed to elicit emotions of “sadness, 
frustration, discouragement, disappointment, defeat, depressed mood, apprehension, and 
hopelessness” for participants. Their lived experiences and observations appeared to 
lessen their sense of prospect for cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships. The scarcity of quality relationships and prevalence of distressed 
relationships seemed to negatively influence how never married Black men and women 
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viewed Black male-female relationships and marriages, which was evident by the 
conscious and unconscious internalized awareness of the “stigma attached” to these 
relationships.  
A critical finding from this theme indicated that never married heterosexual Black 
men and women could be coupling or experiencing their relationships processes with the 
socio-cultural context of “rarity of positive relationships” and “prevalence of negative 
relationships.” This seemed to create a sense that “there [was] a stigma attached” to 
Black male-female romantic relationships. Such a stigma seemed to be internalized. 
Never married Black men and women in this study felt that “Black male-female romantic 
relationships don’t work, Black men and women  can’t get their act together to get 
married, they’re never going to get married don’t want relationships, they don’t have 
lasting relationships and building these relationships is a waste of time…why pursue 
one?” From these findings, it is probable never married heterosexual Black women and 
men are viewing their coupling relationships through the lenses of these “stigma 
attached” to Black male-female romantic relationships. And such view seemed to be 
influencing their prospects and efforts that they invest into establishing intimate romantic 
relationships with a Black partner.   
It also seemed that the “stigma attached” to these relationships probably 
reinforces the attitudes and perceptions in the minds of never married Black men and 
women, that these relationships do not work, and less of them are going to end in 
marriages or last. In their efforts to assuage their disappointment, sadness, pain, 
discouragement, and hopelessness around the “distressed state” of these relationships, 
Black men and women may distance themselves from each other by “moving towards 
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other races.” Or, they may blame each other for the qualities of these relationships by 
using accusatory narratives and stances of “I won’t date a Black guy because they don’t 
want to get married…I don’t want to get married to a Black girl because they always 
have attitude…Black men and women don’t want to get married…they can’t get their acts 
together to get married.”  
Thus, the “stigma attached” to these relationships could generate emotions of 
shame, disconnection, distrust, lack of understanding, and tension between Black men 
and women as well as within their coupling contexts and experiences with each other. 
Additionally, the stigma attached to these relationships could also breed a sense of shame 
as never married Black women and men compare their coupling processes and 
experiences to those of other racial groups. This was evident in when participants 
repeatedly compared the stability and quality of Black male-female romantic 
relationships to those of other racial groups, particularly those of White race. 
Internalized Racial Stereotypes 
Textural Descriptions: Most participants in the study expressed the influences of 
internalized racial stereotypes on the coupling experiences of never married heterosexual 
Black men and women. Many articulated the ways in which internalized racial 
stereotypes informed their experiences of being in or developing intimate romantic 
relationships with potential Black mates or current partners. In explicating the social 
issues that she believed influence Black male-female romantic relationships processes, 
Isabelle felt that racially motivated stereotypes about Black women and men was a 
detrimental dynamic within these relationships. She expressed, 
Isabelle: I feel like a lot of social issues that influence it…, stereotypes, 
whether it’s like light skin/dark skin debate, the good hair/bad hair 
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debate; Black women have attitudes; Black men don’t want to get married. 
I guess a lot of things influence that.  
Interviewer: What do you think they got that from, all these stereotypes? 
Isabelle: I think it’s like what we see on TV, what the rappers have. I guess 
what they see in magazines or what they see in the media, that’s what they 
want. I feel like it’s perpetuated a lot more in the Black community. I’m 
not sure why, but I personally feel like it is. 
Interviewer: That the stereotypes are more perpetuated or more 
pronounced in the Black community? 
Isabelle: Yes, because I feel like, I don’t know, especially the White guys I 
dated, they’ve never worried about how my hair looks or light skin/dark 
skin or that I have an attitude. They don’t care about that. I feel like in the 
Black community it’s more like, “Oh, she has an attitude,” or, “Her hair 
is nappy,” or, “She has straight, long hair.” You know, I feel like it’s very 
talked about in that community. 
Isabelle felt that racial stereotypes such as “light skin/dark skin debate, the good 
hair/bad hair debate; Black women have attitudes; Black men don’t want to get 
married,” influenced Black male-female intimate romantic relationships “a lot.” She 
expressed that she sensed these racial stereotypes were pronounced and perpetuated 
within Black communities “a lot more.” She articulated that in her coupling experiences 
with White men “They never worried about how [her] hair looked or light skin/dark or 
that [she had] an attitude.” She added, “They don’t care about that.” Isabelle felt that 
the Black men she dated were more concerned about her skin color, hair texture, and 
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whether she had an attitude or not. She felt that within Black communities, the coupling 
processes between Black women and men more often tended to include pronouncements 
such as “‘Oh, she has an attitude,’ ‘her hair is nappy,’ or ‘she has straight, long hair’.” 
Isabelle felt that Black men and women within Black communities have internalized 
these racial stereotypes. From her experiences, it appeared that Black men and women 
used these stereotypes in evaluating potential romantic partners. She expressed that she 
felt Black communities take on these racial stereotypes “more seriously.” 
Isabelle: Those are like horrible stereotypes and I feel like the Black 
community kind of like takes it more seriously. I feel like sometimes the 
White community or other communities won’t see it as that way. But I feel 
like the Black community, we take it more seriously. We’ll say, “Oh, that’s 
definitely true that Black men don’t want to get married,” or, “Black 
women have attitudes…We take it so seriously that we actually believe 
them. 
DL expressed similar sentiments as Isabelle. He felt Black men and women 
perceived each other through the “box” of racial stereotypes and have internalized these 
racial stereotypes. He explained,  
DL: I think it’s because of past relationships and the whole stereotype of 
men ain’t anything, “They ain’t nothing.” “Well, Black women just yell 
too much, duh, duh, duh.” That whole thing, it just builds a trust issue. 
You’re looking at too much of the stereotype and not looking at the 
person, honestly. That’s really what it comes down to. You’re not 
evaluating the person. You’re letting all these stereotypes and all these 
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things with the media and what the past has done to you, get to you and 
rule this relationship. You’re not looking at that person, you’re not 
evaluating that person… it’s like, you’re in a relationship and the world, 
it’s not fair. Like just be with that person. 
Like Isabelle, DL felt that Black men and women were evaluating potential 
romantic partners based on racial stereotypes “‘of men ain’t anything,’ ‘they ain’t 
nothing,’ [and]…‘Black women just yell too much.’” In a sense, DL was articulating that 
Black men and women were the negative views of the world about each other to infiltrate 
their relationships, such that, it seemed that they were in relationship with “the person 
and the world.” He felt that Black men and women perceived each other more often from 
these stereotypical views instead of “looking at the person.” He added, “You’re letting 
all these stereotypes and all these things with the media and what the past has done to 
you, get to you and rule this relationship.”  
Similar to Isabelle, DL felt Black women and men have internalized these racial 
stereotypes about each other. Isabelle concurred with DL’s expressions that Black men 
and women were allowing the racial stereotypes that they have internalized to “rule 
[their] relationships.” Isabelle also explained how Black women viewed Black men 
through this internalized racial stereotype “box.”  
Isabelle: I think just like the way that Black men are perceived. You know, 
they want to date a lot of girls. They want to just have baby mothers. They 
don’t want that one on one committed relationship. I think that’s 
something either the Black women have experienced or they just see it on 
TV or that’s just what they see out there. That’s what they kind of believe.  
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Both DL and Isabelle sensed that both Black men and women have internalized 
these negative racial stereotypes about each other, that they now view each other from 
these negative perceptions. These participants were implying that these internalized racial 
stereotypes seemed to be influencing the coupling processes and relational experiences 
between Black men and women. DL expressed, “That whole thing, it just builds a trust 
issue.” He felt that the Black men and women evaluating potential romantic partner and 
current partner based on stereotype they have internalized created “trust issue” between 
men and women and within their coupling processes and relational experiences with each 
other. 
DL felt that the internalization of these racial stereotypes generated issues of trust 
within the Black male-female coupling processes and relationships by preventing men 
and women from “taking the time…to know” each other. He articulated that “it [was] 
foolish” to him that one would judge the character of one’s mate or potential partner 
based on negative stereotypes. He expressed, “It’s just foolish to me. You’re not taking 
the time out to know the person. You’re putting the person in a box. ‘oh you ain’t nothing 
but this, this, this, and this.’  No, no, no. Why are you even wasting your time?  
By “putting the person in a box” of racial stereotype, DL was articulating that 
Black men and women could  be using the standards of these internalized negative 
stereotypes to appraise the content of the character of potential romantic partners and 
current mate. He narrated how in his current relationship, he himself struggled with not 
placing his girlfriend in “a box.”  
DL:…stop trying to put your significant other in a box, and that’s 
something my girlfriend taught me. She’s like, “Stop trying to put me in a 
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box. You can’t. You’ve got to just let things flow naturally,” and we both 
found out, when things flow naturally with us and we just let things go, 
that’s when things work. 
He experienced that when he stopped “trying to put [his girlfriend] in a box,” 
“things [seemed to] flow naturally…that’s when things work[ed]” with them. Initially 
DL attempted to place his girlfriend in a stereotypical “box” and this impeded the “flow” 
of their coupling process and the opportunity to “know” each other. He expressed that 
once they both realized that they “got to let thing flow naturally”— cultivate the space 
within their relationship without placing each other in a “box”—“things” began to 
“work.” He felt that in order for relational trust—“thing to flow naturally or work”— 
within the coupling context and processes of romantic relationships between Black men 
and women, individuals needed  to “stop trying to put [their] significant other [or 
potential partner] in a box” and “take the time out to know the person and just be with 
the person.” 
In additional to these internalized racial stereotypes generating “trust issues” 
within Black male-female coupling contexts and processes. DL also believed that men 
and women placing each other in a box of racial stereotypes, which they have 
internalized based on how the media and how society perceived Black male-female 
romantic relationships, thwarted the potential of these relationships as well as their 
longevity. 
DL: Stereotypes, putting each other in that box, and stuff like that. I really 
think that’s the big reason why…these relationships [Black male-female 
relationships] are not reaching full potential, honestly…It’s really 
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distorted, it’s in disarray and it’s just because of the stereotypes and 
everything; they’re bound to fail almost. Not getting to know that person, 
that’s why they’re not surviving, and some of them are ending 
prematurely. Some of them are not reaching full potential, and it sucks. 
DL felt that placing each other in these racialized stereotypic boxes “distort[ed]” 
not only one’s view of potential partner or current mate but also the Black male-female 
coupling processes and relationships in general. There was a sense of disappointment 
when he articulated that these relationship “[were] in disarray and [were] not reaching 
[their] full potentially…just because of the stereotypes.” He expressed bitterly that the 
consequences of these racialized stereotypes that Black men and women have 
internalized and used in evaluating each other appeared to place their relationships in 
jeopardy and thus were “ending prematurely.” DL expressed, “Not getting to know that 
person, that why they’re not surviving.” He passionately articulated  the ways that  
“putting each other in a box” of internalized racial stereotypes and “not getting to know 
the person”—the authentic character of a significant other or potential partner— 
“ruined” and “distorted” Black male-female romantic relationships.  
DL: I know there are some men, they won’t date dark-skinned women. I 
know there are some men, they won’t date light-skinned women. Once 
again, that’s putting people in a box because they think because they’re 
this color they must not do this, or they don’t do this, or they’re this way 
or that way. It’s like, “Give me a break.” You’re not getting to know the 
person, and that’s what’s ruining relationships, honestly. That’s really 
what’s ruining them. 
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Ironically, Isabelle expressed the ways in which she herself had internalized the 
stereotype that “Black men don’t want to be in relationship” and the ways that this 
stereotype influenced her coupling experience and process with potential Black male 
partners. She articulated,  
Isabelle: I guess the stereotype that they [Black men] don’t want to be in 
relationships kind of does.  
Interviewer: In what way? 
Isabelle: Because I’m looking for a relationship, like an actual 
relationship. Especially at my age, I think I want a long-term relationship. 
If someone’s not going to want that, why would I want to be with them or 
waste my time dating them?  
Interviewer: So for yourself, you have this feeling that Black men don’t 
want to be in relationships? 
Isabelle: Or long-term relationships, want to get married, let’s just put it 
that way; want to get married. 
Isabelle, who was 26 years old, felt that her age and desire to be married 
influenced her to “hold seriously” to the stereotype that “Black men don’t want to be in 
relationships.” She reflected on the question, “If someone’s not going to want that, why 
would I want to be with them or waste my time dating them?” From this statement it 
appeared that Isabelle had placed Black men in the racial stereotypic “box” “that they 
d[id] not want to [be] married.” This stereotypic perspective of Black men deterred her 
from dating them. She indicated that, if she believed that Black men did not desire or 
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want marriage, why would she invest the time, effort and emotion to cultivate and 
maintain a long-term romantic relationship with them.  
Likewise, Zaria expressed the way in which her internalization of the racial 
stereotypes that “Black male-female relationships don’t work, are a waste of time” and 
that “Black men are no good” influenced her views of Black men as potential romantic 
partners. As well as her effort and desire to cultivate and maintain romantic relationship 
with them. 
Zaria: It makes me feel sad like I don't want my bitter feelings to be 
confirmed. I look for people to break down my stereotype because it is a 
stereotype but it was developed from something. Which makes me feel 
bad - it makes me feel sad, like, oh of course. 
Interviewer: What is the stereotype? 
Zaria: Well I just feel like the stereotype is like Black men are no good - 
they treat their women worse than any other race. Unfortunately that's 
what I see. If you look at some things on Facebook like in the media I 
think Black men, than any other race, are more apt to publically put down 
their own women or say rude things about their women.  
I don’t hear any other race - even all this in the rap - to listen to a whole 
album be called a ho the whole track - what other race does that? Just like 
when they [Various News media] were doing this big thing about ‘why 
aren't Black women getting married?’  Then all these Black men were 
stepping forward, "Oh because Black women don't support their men. 
Black women don't do this and Black women…” you know what I'm 
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saying? I don't see that in other races. It seems like Black men are more 
apt, when it comes to cutting down your sister, "Yeah, me - step up give 
me the camera." I don't see that as much in other races. 
Zaria admitted that the stereotypes such as “Black men are no good—they treat 
their women worse than any other races” made her “feel bad, bitter and sad.” She felt 
that particularly when these stereotypes were confirmed in social media such as 
Facebook, in rap music, and in the news media. Similar to other participants’ views, Zaria 
seemed to be indicating that these stereotypes she felt “bad and sad” about developed 
from her observations of Black males in society through media outlets as being “more 
apt to publicly put down their own women or say rude things about their women” 
compared to other racial groups. She felt that the negative perceptions that Black male-
female relationships “[did] n’t work [and were] waste of time” were confirmed by her 
experiences of the way Black men treated and viewed Black women. She expressed that 
when various news media “were doing this big thing about ‘why aren’t Black women 
getting married?’ she dispiritedly explained that ‘all these Black men were stepping 
forward’ and stating negative stereotypes about Black women. She indicated that the 
reasons the men gave for why Black women were not getting married were because 
“‘[they] d[id]n’t support their men.’” Zaria seemed to feel that these Black men were 
“cutting down [their] sister[s],” by espousing these negative views about Black women. 
It also seemed that, like Zaria, these Black men have internalized negative racial 
stereotypes about Black women regarding the reasons “why Black women aren’t getting 
married” or why Black male-female romantic relationships “don’t work.”  
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Sadly, it appeared that from participants lived experiences, both Black women and 
men tended to view each other from the prism of internalized racial stereotypes such as 
“Black women d[id]n’t  support their men” as “why they [were]n’t getting married” or 
“Black men d[id]n’t want to get married or be in long-term relationships.” These 
accusatory narratives could explain why Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationships seemed to be in “disarray, [were] n’t working or ending in marriages.” 
Such a dynamic generated coupling relational processes and contexts in which never 
married heterosexual Black women and men, as DL explicated, limited their opportunity 
to truly “know each other—the person” as a potential romantic partner or current 
romantic mate. Zaria concurred with DL that her embracement of this negative stereotype 
that “Black men were no good.”  In addition to her experiences of the negative 
stereotypes that Black men had internalized about Black women “not being supportive of 
their men” prevented her from investing and devoting herself fully into cultivating and 
maintaining romantic relationships with Black men. She expressed,  
Zaria: Sometimes it makes me want to just be stang – like why should I be 
a good woman? Why should I be supportive of you? Why should I put my 
all into you when you're not necessarily appreciative of it? It kind of 
makes you not want to go as hard as you want to go in a relationship. 
Yeah, it kind of makes you want to pull back - like I'm going to give you 
50% as opposed to 100% because I want to protect myself. 
Consequently, Zaria’s internalized negative racial stereotypes about Black men as 
well as her observations of Black men’s internalized negative racial stereotypes regarding 
Black women, influenced her romantic aspirations with Black men. She had a felt sense 
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that held back in establishing and sustaining a romantic relationship with them. She felt 
that the effects of these internalized racial stereotypes made her to “want to just be 
stang.” Her felt sense in cultivating romantic relationship with Black men was “to pull 
back or give 50% of [herself] as oppose to 100%.” It appeared that Zaria felt the need to 
protect herself, because she had internalized the stereotype that “Black men [were] no 
good…they treated their women worse than any other race,” and “Black male-female 
intimate romantic relationships d[id]n’t work.”  
In Zaria’s narratives, there was a sense of discouragement and contempt about 
establishing relationships with a Black man. In asserting that she needed to protect herself 
in relationship with a Black male, she seemed to be indicating a sense of skepticism, fear, 
and lack of trust in truly being herself. It is probable that Zaria brought “50%” of herself 
to a relationship because she had the view that a potential male partner was “no good” 
and that their relationship would not survive. This in turn could create a relational 
dynamic in which she did not truly “get to know” her male partner and he did not truly 
“get to know” her either. Consequently, this relational dynamic could reduce feelings of 
emotional intimacy, authentic love, connectedness, and togetherness in her coupling 
relationships and experiences with Black men. In addition, it probably created a context 
in which both individuals were skeptical of each other and did not trust each other.  
Zaria’s expressions confirmed DL’s statement that as a result of “putting” one’s 
partner or potential romantic partner in an internalized racial stereotypic “box,” Black 
male-female romantic relationships were almost “bound to fail” even before these 
relationships were established because individuals were “not getting to know [the 
authentic self of their significant other or potential partner].”  
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Bidirectional Internalized Racial Stereotypes  
Tracy explicated the ways Black men and women have internalized racially 
motivated stereotypes about each other. She felt that the internalized of these stereotypes 
by both men and women influenced the expectations that both Black men and women had 
of each other in relationships.  
Tracy: Ideas around race as far as like behaviors associated with certain 
racial groups. I think Black women are always going to be viewed the 
swivel-necked, ready to have an attitude kind of women. I heard people 
say that Black women all want to have sex and blah, blah, blah. I’ve heard 
that, so we might be looked at as these sexual Jezebels or whatever.  
It’s like those kinds of things I think might influence it [Black male-female 
relationships].Then same thing with Black women towards Black men; it’s 
just like, “Oh, he might be lazy when he gets here,” or they think he has 
all this sexual prowess and all that. It’s just like issues around 
expectations from certain racial groups, I think, play into the expectations 
people set in their relationships. 
Tracy seemed to be emphasizing a dynamic of bidirectional internalized racial 
stereotypes that involved relational interactions in which both Black men and women 
expected Black women to be “sexual Jezebels…swivel-necked, ready to have an 
attitude” and Black men to be “lazy and [have] sexual prowess.”  This bidirectional view 
of each other constructed relational expectations that Black men and women had of one 
another within their coupling context. Donovan and Star expounded upon Tracy’s 
articulation of the dynamic of bidirectional internalized racial stereotypes in the coupling 
and relational experiences of heterosexual Black men and women.  
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Donovan: Honestly, I think a lot of times Black men and women are pitted 
against each other, especially in relationships….I guess culturally there’s 
no trust between Black men and women. Women are taught that men are 
just animals – self-centered. They don’t need them. Men are taught that 
women are – they serve a selfish use. They’re toys; they’re to be 
discarded…Basically men are taught that women are basically only there 
for sex and women know nothing else. And so that competition, that kind 
of isolation between the sexes, it doesn’t breed anything good.   
Interviewer: Do you think this is just particular to Black men and women 
or is it specific to everyone?      
Donovan: I think, again, culturally it is like focused on Black men and 
women based on our history, based on our circumstances, based on our 
music. 
Donovan felt that Black men and women were taught to internalize negative 
radicalized stereotypes about each other based on “history, circumstances, and music.” 
Internalization of these negative stereotypes to Donovan created coupling contexts and 
processes in which Black men and women were “pitted against each 
other…[which]…d[id] not breed anything good.” He believed that due to the 
internalization of negative stereotypes, both Black men and women perceived each other 
from these stereotypes. He felt that Black men viewed Black woman as “basically only 
there for sex and are to be discarded.” Thus, in romantic relationships with Black 
women, Black men probably had this expectation and therefore related to Black women 
as “only there for sex and…to be discarded.” 
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  In additional, this internalized relational dynamic also indicated that Black men 
could have internalized that their roles in relationship with Black women were to “only” 
relate “sexually” to women and then “discard” them. As a result of this relational 
perception and interaction with Black women from Black men, Black women could have 
also internalized this relational interaction and expectation of themselves in relationships 
with Black men. This relational perception and interaction could then generate 
internalized views that Black men were “basically only there for sex and [were] to be 
discarded” as well. Consequently Black women could then perceive and relationally 
interact with Black men as “just animals, self-centered” and thus “feel that they don’t 
need them,” relationally other than for sexual pressures. It seemed that within this 
relational interaction and context, both Black women and men probably feel “discarded” 
by each other. From Donovan’s narrative, bidirectional internalization of these racial 
stereotypes seemed to generate relational mistrust, isolation, fear of rejection, and 
competition between men and women as they subconsciously and unconsciously direct 
these stereotypes at each other within their coupling experiences.  
Star concurred with Donovan regarding the ways in which internalized racial 
stereotypes enacted by both Black men and women informed the coupling process and 
romantic relationships.  
Star: A lot. It [internalized racial stereotypes] informs one who you’re 
supposed to be attracted to and how you’re supposed to treat them… And 
then with how you treat them is you just treat them as a sex object. You 
can look through any Black male magazine – I think of things like XXL, 
and you can see – I saw a couple weeks ago a girl bent over with her butt 
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to the camera, and  Little Wayne just poofs it up with his arm resting on 
her butt while he’s rapping blah, blah, blah. You can’t see the girl’s face; 
you just see her butt. That’s crazy to me. 
Interviewer: So what message did you get from that?  
Star:  That all Black women are sex objects with big butts. Like that’s 
what you’re supposed to be; that’s what you do. You have to look like this, 
and this is the way we treat you. 
Interviewer: How do you think that informs Black male/female 
relationships? 
Star: I think you get a lot of Black women who, unfortunately, embrace 
that about themselves. And so – well, I’m supposed to have a big butt so 
let me show it off; let me see who’s going to holler at me and let me fit into 
that category of being a sex object. For men, ‘that’s what I’m looking at, if 
you portray yourself in that way, it’s so crazy because it’s like that’s what 
I’m looking for and that’s what I want, but if you portray yourself in that 
way then you’re a slut. I want to have sex with you, but I don’t want you 
as my real partner. I just want you as my sex partner…Not going beyond 
that surface, and if you do go beyond that surface, then I’m still going to 
do what I want to do outside of the relationship…basically not committing 
to the relationship…Because that’s all you are—a sex object.  
Like Donovan, Star felt that the coupling context of never married heterosexual 
Black men and women was filled with negative messages and stereotypes that Black 
women were “sex objects” and Black men were to approach and treat Black women as 
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“sex objects.” She reflected on an image from a Black male magazine, “XXL” in which a 
Black woman was depicted as a “sex object” while the rapper, Little Wayne rested his 
arm “on her butt while he [was] rapping.” Star indicated that the Black woman in this 
image was portrayed as a “sex object” because “you can’t see the girl’s face, you just see 
her butt.” She expressed that this type of imagery of Black women and men, and the 
interaction between them as just mainly sexual interactions, seemed “crazy” to her.  
Similar to Donovan, Star felt that “a lot” of Black women and men have 
internalized this negative stereotype of the Black woman as a “sex object.” She 
expressed: “I think you get a lot of Black women who, unfortunately, embrace that about 
themselves…Well, I’m supposed to have a big butt so let me show it off; let me see who’s 
going to holler at me and let me fit into that category of being a sex object. For men, 
‘that’s what I’m looking at…that’s what I’m looking for and that’s what I want’.” In this 
description, Star highlighted gendered racialized internalized stereotypes, in which, these 
Black women have “embrace[d]” the stereotype “of being a sex object” about 
themselves and perceived Black men as sexually promiscuous—“just animals, [and]self-
centered.” Likewise, Star believed that Black men have also internalized this gendered 
racialized stereotypes, by expressing that a “sex object” “[was] what [they were] looking 
for.” As a result, Star seemed to believe these men then viewed Black women who 
portray themselves as such as “a slut.” 
Star felt that such projection of internalized gendered racial stereotypes between 
Black women and men bred a coupling dynamic in which they perceived and interacted 
with each other as “just sex partners.” She expressed that communication and interaction 
such as “I want to have sex with you, but I don’t want you as my real partner. I just want 
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you as my sex partner” then created a relational context in which Black men and women 
were “not going beyond [the] surface” within their coupling processes and dating 
experiences with each other.  
Like other participants, Star felt that internalized racial stereotypes that both Black 
men and women have embraced about themselves and used to view each other within 
their coupling contexts served as barriers to cultivating and maintaining “real” authentic 
long-term monogamous intimate romantic relationships. Both Star and Donovan inferred 
that such bidirectional dynamic of internalized racial stereotypes within the coupling 
context of Black male-female romantic relationships brings about emotional struggles of 
mistrust and obstruct authentic intimacy. Their narratives seemed to indicate that such 
dynamic then led to relational isolation and perhaps a sense of feeling disposable for both 
men and women. According this Donovan this “Mistrust [then] manifests itself in kind of 
maintaining that divide where it’s like you can do this, but not that. We can have sex, but 
I can’t love you. Or we can be together, but I’m not going to give you my heart. Or 
whatever it is; there are boundaries.” 
Jane also articulated another facet of how she experienced bidirectional 
internalized stereotypes in her coupling process and romantic relationships with Black 
men.  
Jane: For me, it’s like I learned that and I want the relationship where the 
guy is able to kind of ease my mind so I don’t necessarily have to be so 
independent, but I feel like it is hard to find that. Maybe it’s because the 
men think, and I’ve heard, “Oh you think you’re so independent. You feel 
like you don’t need me.” Maybe I make them feel a certain way. I see that 
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like, you need to step up to the plate and I haven’t let my guard down 
because you haven’t stepped up,” and they’re like, “You haven’t given me 
a chance to step up.” 
Interviewer: It’s like you’re missing each other. 
Jane: Yeah, and then you’re thinking, “Okay, this is weird.” Alright, so we 
both have to kind of step outside these stereotypes that people put on us. I 
know Black people are like that, but you still hear people say, “You know 
Black people,” and it’s like, okay, so we’re still thinking the same way 
everybody else is thinking.” 
Jane expressed that even though, she “want[ed] the relationship where the guy 
[was] able to kind of ease [her] mind so [she didn’t] necessarily have to be so 
independent.” She felt that “it [was] hard to find” a Black man that would ease her mind 
so she would not “necessarily have to be so independent.” From these expressions, it 
appeared that Jane had embraced and took on the role that as a Black woman she had to 
be independent because a Black man would not “step up to the plate” in relationship 
with her. Not only had she internalized the stereotypes of the “independent Black woman 
…who didn’t need a man” for herself, she had also embraced the stereotypes of the “lazy 
Black man…who didn’t take care of his responsibilities.”  
It appeared that the Black men Jane dated could have also internalized and 
projected the stereotypes of the “independent Black woman…who doesn’t need a man” 
unto her. She indicated that these men expressed to her “…oh you think you’re so 
independent. You feel like you don’t need me.” She expressed that she probably felt and 
interacted with these men by giving them the impression that she “did not need them” in 
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relationships. Her embracement of the stereotypes that “Black men are lazy and do not 
take care of their responsibilities” seemed to have informed her to not “let [her] guard 
down” and  had the expectation or assumption that these men would not “step up to the 
plate” in relationship with her. She added that the men replied, “You haven’t given me a 
chance to step up.” 
Jane appeared to be expressing a relational mistrust in her coupling experiences 
with Black men, in which she perceived them as unreliable. She felt that she needed to 
protect herself and not “let [her] guard down” in relationships with them. Her projection 
of these stereotypes seemed in turn to generate a relational exchange, in which the Black 
men perceived her interaction with them through their own internalized racial stereotypes 
of the strong independent Black woman who did not need or trust a man. Hence, it is 
possible that this dynamic of bidirectional internalized racial stereotypes then generated 
“weirdness”—relational tension, mistrust, isolation, and disposability—between Black 
women and men in their coupling experiences with each other. Additionally, the dynamic 
of bidirectional internalized racial stereotypes seemed to promulgate a sense of “othering 
of each other” within the coupling contexts and processes of never married heterosexual 
Black men and women. Jane concluded with a realization by expressing: “Alright, so we 
[Black women and men] both have to kind of step outside these stereotypes that people 
[society] put on us.” 
Checking Off the Racial Stereotype/Assumption List 
 
Participants identified experiences of checking off the internalized racial 
stereotype list within the coupling processes and contexts of Black male-female intimate 
romantic relationships. Donovan explained his process in approaching potential romantic 
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partners. His initial interactions with potential romantic partners were often based on the 
“first impression” which he believed was “much more predetermined” for Black people.  
Donovan: As a Black man dating in northeastern United States, the first 
thought that comes to mind, in terms of approaching, I was taught early 
on that I had to have a plan in mind in my approach before I said 
anything. I had to have an idea of what type of persona I wanted to 
convey, whether I wanted to be the hard rough-necked type of dude, or I 
was going to be the intellectual; whether I was going to play the poet or I 
was going to play the athlete. So those would all be thoughts I’d have 
before even approaching. In terms of conversation – plus, I’m much more 
analytical. I would, based on the answers and conversation queues, I 
would focus on different things and kind of – I think that first impression 
for Black people – I’m sure it’s the same for all people, but the first 
impression I think for Black people, it’s much more predetermined.  
Interviewer: Say more about that.   
Donovan: I know from my experience, the person I presented to a woman 
when I first met her is not necessarily me…If there was a girl on the train 
or at a party that I was interested in, I would make assumptions based on 
how she was dressed or who she was hanging out with, how she spoke, 
what she was saying, whatever and I’d say hi. And based on those 
assumptions I already made, I would play the writer, the poet, the 
athlete.”  
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Donovan indicated that “first impression” within Black male-female coupling 
contexts appeared to be “much more predetermined” compared to “all [other] people.” 
He felt he had to “play” or present a “persona” of the “writer, the poet, [or] the athlete” 
in approaching Black women based on the assumptions that he “already made” about 
them. He expressed that he “would make [these] assumptions based on how…a girl…was 
dressed or who she was hanging out with, how she spoke, what she was saying.” It 
seemed that Donovan felt that the “first impression” of who he was as a Black man 
would not be “good enough” or acceptable to a potential romantic mate. It appeared that 
he assumed and believed that a potential mate also held a “predetermined” assumption of 
him. He felt that his potential romantic mate had her own “predetermined” views of him 
as a Black man, just as he had “predetermined” his own view of her as a Black woman. 
Thus, he felt that he had to “play a persona” that could  be either more fitting with the 
“predetermined” idea of who his potential mate assumed he was or opposite of who she 
thought he was.  
There was a sense that Donovan felt that he could not present his true self in his 
approach or initial interactions with potential Black female romantic partner. It seemed 
that he felt he would be judged based on “predetermined” assumptions or stereotypes 
about him as a Black man. Hence, he had to be cautious about the ways, he approached 
Black women and in so doing, he had to arrive at his own “predetermined” assumptions 
or stereotypes about these women based on how they were dressed, who they were 
associated with, how they spoke, and the topic they were conversing about. KB identified 
similar courting dynamic of “predetermined” assumptions or stereotypes as Donovan, in 
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his own experience and perception of his Black male friends’ coupling approaches with 
Black women.   
KB: Yeah, I think a lot of Black males – and I probably did this and I know 
my friends have thought this – you kind of assume that the Black female 
that may be a good spouse is educated, has some sense about her. You 
kind of assume that she may have had a cultured life growing up, so she’s 
always going to kind of want the bad boy because she never had that. So 
you may be reluctant to pursue her because of that, because of those fears.  
Because I think in general – you know, and this again transcends 
ethnicities – that a lot of times during that immaturity phase there’s the 
stereotype that women all want the bad boy and then they grow out of it. I 
think that, again, that extends for a longer period in the Black community. 
You know, I know my friends may just think that a girl that has maybe a 
quality spouse kind of just wants the bad boy.  
Like Donovan, KB felt that using “predetermined” assumptions or stereotypes 
was a phase “that extends for a longer period” within heterosexual Black male-female 
coupling processes and contexts compared to other racial groups. He admitted that he 
probably engaged in this “predetermined” assumptions dynamic and knew that his 
friends had similar thoughts that “the Black female that may be a good spouse is 
educated, has some sense about her…had a cultured life growing up.” For these reasons, 
“she’s always going to kind of want the bad boy because she never had that.” Along with 
these “predetermined” assumptions about who a “Black female that [could] a good 
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spouse” was the “predetermined” assumption of who she desired as a spouse or romantic 
partner.  
KB acknowledged that he and his friends held a stereotypic view that a Black 
female who could be a “quality spouse just want[ed] the bad boy…because she never 
had that.” This “predetermined” stereotype that an educated Black woman desired and 
wanted the stereotypic “bad boy” as a potential partner or spouse seemed to be “the 
checklist” of what KB and his friends used to determine if they would approach or pursue 
a Black female as a potential partner. KB added that because of their “predetermined” 
stereotypes of this potential Black female, they “[were] reluctant to pursue her because 
of those fears—that she [would] want the bad boy because she never had that.” Similar 
to Donovan, it seemed that KB and his friends were apprehensive that a potential Black 
female partner would not accept or value them for who they were. Their fears could also 
be connected to not wanting to be associated with a “predetermined” stereotype of a 
Black male -“the bad boy.” 
From both KB and Donovan’s experiences, it seemed that Black men could be 
skeptical of how Black women perceived them. They probably feared that they would be 
judged not on their true character but based on “predetermined” checklist assumptions 
about who they were. From participants’ lived experiences, it appeared that never married 
heterosexual Black men and women were leery of how they would be perceived and 
accepted. Isabelle spoke to this relational dynamic of leeriness or skepticism of being 
judged against “predetermined” stereotypes. She felt that there was a way of being that 
was different in her coupling experiences with men of other racial groups compared to 
her experiences with Black men. 
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Interviewer:  From what you were saying about with regards to getting a 
clearer knowing of your for desire  marriage, and want kids and a 
husband who takes care of you and the kids, in dating Black men, was 
there a way of being that was different in your relationships with Black 
guys that you dated, and your other non-Black guys? 
Isabelle: I think a little bit. 
Interviewer: In what way? 
Isabelle: I think I was myself a lot more… Yeah, I was able to, I guess, be 
myself. …With non-Black men. Because it was more like we had things in 
common. My last boyfriend…he was White...he was a med student, and I 
work in a hospital. It was very easy for us to have things in common and 
talk about this patient or talk about this new medical thing that’s coming 
out… [With] my Black boyfriends, it was kind of like what do you talk 
about? I feel like sometimes I had to act like I knew someone or act like I 
knew this thing he was talking about when I did not know it at all. So I felt 
like I kind of had to put on this face when I shouldn’t have to in a 
relationship. 
            Isabelle felt that in her relationship with her last boyfriend, who was 
White, she was able to be herself “a lot more” because “it was more like we had 
things in common.” She expressed that it “was very easy for [them] to have 
things in common and talk” about topics related to their professions. She 
expressed that she did not experience such a level of comfort in her relationships 
with Black men. She expressed “I feel likes sometimes I had to act like I knew 
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someone or act like I knew this thing he was talking about when I did not know it 
at all.” Isabelle felt compelled to present a false self in her relationship with 
Black men because she could not relate or “have things in common [to] talk” 
about.  She expressed “So I felt like I kind of had to put on this face when I 
shouldn’t have to in a relationship.” Like Donovan, Isabelle probably felt that she 
would not be accepted or valued for who she was. Isabelle expressed that she felt 
that in her relationships with Black men she had to “overcompensate for 
stereotypes.” 
Isabelle: Yeah, I feel like sometimes I have to overcompensate for 
stereotypes in my relationships with Black men. I’m like, “I shouldn’t have 
to do that. I should just be like myself.”  
Interviewer: How does that make you feel knowing that you have to go 
into a relationship overcompensating for stereotypes? 
Isabelle: I feel sad about it because I shouldn’t have to make up for what 
other girls did or how they portray themselves. I should just be able to be 
myself and not have to worry about do I have an attitude or am I acting 
ghetto. I shouldn’t have to do that.  
Isabelle felt sad that she had to “put on a face” and “overcompensate for 
stereotypes” in her coupling experiences with Black men because it seemed that she was 
concerned that she was being  judged against actions of other Black women. She 
expressed “I felt sad about it because I shouldn’t have to make up for what other girls 
did or how they portray themselves.” She elaborated further on her sadness, saying she 
“Should just be able to be [herself] and not worry about ‘do I have an attitude or am I 
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acting ghetto?’” Isabelle was sad and frustrated that she was evaluated as a romantic 
partner against a “predetermined” checklist of internalized racial stereotypes of a Black 
woman who has “an attitude or acts ghetto.” It seemed that because of her apprehension 
of being measured against an internalized racial stereotype, Isabelle felt that she could not 
completely be her true self in relationships with Black men. She had to “put on a face or 
overcompensate” to be accepted as a partner.  
Isabelle: No, I don’t feel secure in the relationships, because I feel like 
what if I slip up one day and start acting that way…ghetto. Is he going to 
dump me because I’m acting that way? It’s a lot of insecurity.  
Interviewer: So there’s a lot of insecurity that comes with that. Do you feel 
like this is particular to your experience when you talk to your Black 
girlfriends or even guy friends, is this something that comes up as part of 
the relationships or is this something that just, for yourself, that you feel? 
Isabelle: I think mostly it’s just me, but I talk to other girlfriends or guy 
friends. My guy friends would always be like, “If my girl starts acting 
ghetto or starts acting up, I would dump her in a heartbeat.” I’m like, 
“What? That’s horrible.” Then my Black girlfriends are like, “I can’t 
wear that,” or, “I can’t act like that in front of my boyfriend. Are you 
crazy?” So I think it’s a lot of insecurity on my part, but also I think I see 
it or I hear about it from friends.  
Isabelle expressed that she experienced “a lot of insecurity” in her coupling 
experiences with Black men because she wondered, “if I slip up one day and start acting 
that way…ghetto. Is he going to dump me because I’m acting that way?” Here, Isabelle 
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was uttering her fear and experience of not being herself in relationship with Black men 
because of the concern that she could be rejected and “dump[ed]” for being her true self 
and not the “predetermined” stereotype or “the face” that she put on to be accepted by 
her partner. Her self-doubt and anxiety were amplified because she not only experienced 
the burden of being measured against a stereotype; she also feared that she would be 
rejected as a result as a romantic partner. This concern and fear were compounded by 
awareness of similar sentiments and actions of “predetermined” evaluation of romantic 
partners from her Black female and male friends. She reported, “My guy friends would 
always be like, ‘If my girl starts acting ghetto or starts acting up, I would dump her in a 
heartbeat.’…Then my Black girlfriends are like, ‘I can’t wear that,’ or, ‘I can’t act like 
that in front of my boyfriend. Are you crazy?’”  
From participants’ experiences, it appeared that Black women and men feared that 
they were not “good enough” for each other, or nervous that they would be rejected 
because they either fit the “predetermined” checklist of internalized racial stereotypes 
about Black men and women or they did not fit these stereotypes. Additionally, it seemed 
that Black men and women were leery of being associated with a stereotype because they 
feared that a potential partner would present as or embody a racial stereotype they did not 
want. Jane and Layla shared the ways such anxieties generated distrust and criticism in 
their dating experiences with Black men. 
Jane: I don’t know if I’m distrusting of men. I think I don’t like to be 
disappointed, and that is what I go into the relationship with. Generally, I 
trust everybody in the beginning until you prove me wrong. You know, I 
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love everybody until you do something to me, and then when people tell 
me I should really be distrusting, and then let people build the trust.  
Interviewer: Why do they tell you that? 
Jane: Well, I don’t know if it’s because they tell me I’m too nice, and 
that’s what I’ve been told since I was young. So now I never dive into the 
relationships necessarily, but like I’m always waiting for them [Black 
men] to disappoint me, which isn’t necessarily a good thing because 
you’re always seeking…  And I don’t think I’m like, “Let him prove me 
wrong, let him prove me wrong,” but it’s in the back of my head 
somewhere.  
Interviewer: Why do you think you have that in the back of your head? 
Jane: Maybe because my expectations are high, which when I look at them 
I think, “Do I need to lower them?” 
Jane expressed that she entered into relationships distrustful of men because she 
wanted to prevent being “disappointed.” Also, because people told her, she “should 
really be distrusting and then let people build the trust.” She felt that even though she 
attempted not to think “let him prove me wrong, let him prove me wrong.” However, “in 
the back of [her] head somewhere,” she anxiously anticipated her potential Black male 
romantic partner to disappoint her, either by not measuring up to her expectations or by 
measuring up to a “predetermined” racial stereotype of a Black male. Jane seemed to be 
saying that she approached her coupling experiences with Black men within a state of 
suspicion and “always waiting to be disappointed.” She continued, 
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Jane: I don’t care if you have no college education, but if you have a drive 
for getting what you want and supporting yourself, that’s fine. But I just 
find that, for me, I go into these relationships, and so – actually I have a 
date Friday, and I’m already assuming why he wanted to meet up at 
Happy Hour, and was so stuck to these hours. I’m like, because he doesn’t 
have enough money to pay for the drinks. And then I’m thinking, why does 
he want to do drinks and not dinner if it’s dinner hour. It’s like I’m 
thinking like that and then I feel bad…I’m distrusting of what they want or 
what they’re capable of, and I think you go on a date and you learn that.” 
It appeared that Jane’s potential relationship began on a shaky ground because she 
was suspicious of intentions of her date and his financial capabilities or responsibilities. 
She seemed to be checking off the list of a “predetermined” racial stereotype that he 
would not be responsible or would not value her enough to take her to “dinner and not 
drinks” or that he “want[ed]” something from her. In her assertion “thinking like that, 
ma[de her] feel bad,” Jane was aware that she held internalized racial stereotype of her 
date. It seemed that she felt bad about checking off the “predetermined” list of racial 
stereotypes of “could he afford drinks, was he educated, was he responsible, could he 
support himself and/or her, or did he want sex.” It is possible that feeling “bad” could 
have influenced Jane to either "overcompensate"  and "put on a face" on a date if her 
potential partner exhibited these stereotypes, or, she could have unconsciously guarded 
her emotions in hopes of averting disappointment. Thus, this could have prevented her 
from getting to know the true character of her date. She admitted that she seemed critical 
and distrusting of Black men even before she engaged with them because she was 
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suspicious of "what they want[ed] or what they [were] capable of.” Jane’s dating 
experience of being suspicious or critical of Black male potential partner concurred with 
Layla’s experience.  
Layla: There have been instances in dating where I feel like Black men 
think I’m like – to put it bluntly – like a “ho” first until I prove them 
wrong. So I’ve been on dates where Black men have been just completely 
disrespectful; they’ve made sexual comments early on in the date. It kind 
of makes it hard to be in relationship with them. I mean I try to approach 
each relationship with a fresh slate. I try not to let any of my past 
experiences influence a new experience, with a totally different person, 
who I don’t know. But it is almost in the back of my mind – like I’m almost 
waiting for him to say something crazy if I’m dating him, or we’re in a 
relationship and he says something crazy. I’m almost waiting and 
expecting that to happen.  Well, for instance, tonight when I go out on this 
date, in the back of my mind I’m going to almost be cautious that 
something may be said that’s offensive…like maybe he is thinking that I 
want sex or he can get sex. 
Based on Layla’s past dating experiences with Black men, she felt “Black men 
ha[d] been just completely disrespectful.” In which they made the “predetermined” 
racial stereotype or assumption that as a Black woman, she was “like a ‘ho’[initially] 
until [she] proved them wrong.” These experiences seemed to have influenced her to 
form her own “predetermined” racial stereotype of Black men and thus she expected that 
other Black men she dates would also be “completely disrespectful and make sexually 
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comments early on in the date.” These “predetermined” racial stereotypes then 
influenced her dating experiences, even though she “tr[ied] to approach each 
relationship with a fresh slate…[and] not let any of [her] past experiences influence a 
new experience.” She expressed, “but it is almost in the back of my mind—like I’m 
almost waiting for him to say something crazy if I’m dating him, or we’re in a 
relationship. 
Similar to Jane, Layla was suspicious of the Black man she had a date with that 
night. She expressed, “Tonight when I got out on this date, in the back of my mind I’m 
going to almost be cautious that something may be said that’s offensive…like maybe he is 
thinking that I want sex or he can get sex?” Just like Jane, Layla admitted that she was 
skeptical and seemed critical of her date. It appeared that she had in her mind a checklist 
of “predetermined” racial stereotype based on her past experiences that as a Black man, 
her date would be sexually promiscuous or would view or judge her based on his own 
“predetermined” racial stereotype checklist that as a Black woman, she would be “like a 
‘ho’.”  
Great Guy articulated how he experienced this dynamic of “predetermined” 
assumption checklist in his coupling process with Black women. He expressed that in 
approaching potential female partner, he felt that he had to prove himself to them because 
they expected him to meet stereotypes checklist of a Black male that they seemed to have 
internalized, their “predetermined” assumptions of him as a Black man. 
Great Guy: So generally some Black women they get like they're the bees 
knees sometimes. So it's like a lot of times when you approach a Black 
woman, sometimes, not all the time, but sometimes it's like I be detecting 
402 
this air about them. Where you feel like you have to prove to them - they 
already put you at this deficit where you [they] think that you're broke. 
Ain't got no job, ain't about shit maybe. Criminal background and blah, 
blah, blah. You have to spin - get people to approach them and convince 
them that you're worthy to be dated and shit. 
Interviewer: How do they do that? In what way do they do that? 
Great Guy: It's not a direct way - it's not like something's particularly 
said. It's just like sometimes you can get like a feeling about it…guarded 
in the sense where they expect for you to be like bullshit. They expect that 
they're maybe doing better than you or something in their sets of whatever 
rules. But they might expect that you ain't about shit…They're looking for 
that, they're trying to gauge whether or not you're worthy dating - but 
you're already kind of expected to be whatever.  
Great Guy’s experiences confirmed the checking off the racial stereotype list. In 
approaching Black women in “general,” he felt that some Black women “already put 
[him] at this deficit” of not being financially stable, not employed, not about “shit,” or 
had criminal background. Great Guy explained with frustration that in his coupling 
experiences with Black women, he felt had to convince them that he was “worthy to be 
dated.” Great Guy experienced that the coupling processes between Black men and 
women consisted of indirect nonverbal interaction of checking off the “predetermined” 
stereotype/assumption checklist. He expressed, “It’s not a direct way – it’s not like 
something’s particularly said. It’s just like sometimes you can get like a feeling about it.” 
He expressed that this indirect nonverbal interaction felt like a sense of guardedness from 
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Black women. He explained, “…guarded in the sense [that] they expect…for you to be 
like bullshit…might expect that you ain’t about shit.”  
Great Guy felt that these relational nonverbal interactions generated a sense in 
which checking off the stereotype list was a way for women to “gauge whether or not 
[he was] worthy” of being their romantic mate or to determine if “they [were] doing 
better than [him].” Great Guy’s experience with approaching these women seemed to be 
consistent with Jane and Layla’s “predetermined” assumptions about their dates, in 
which they too seemed to “already expect [their dates] to be kind of  whatever.” 
Great Guy further explained how he particularly experienced this indirect 
nonverbal dynamic of checking off the racial stereotype list in his coupling approaches 
with Black women. He explained the differences in the expectations that potential 
romantic partners would have if he was dressed in a jersey, khakis pants, and a fitted hat 
compared to a business suit. 
Great Guy: Little things. I'll give you a good example. So I can go talk to a 
girl now - how I'm dressed now [khakis pants and jersey with a fitted hat]. 
This is who I am - comfortable. Certain girls will be looking at me like, 
"He's probably some fucking rat bar fucker shit.” But if I'm getting off 
work and I've got a suit on at happy hour and shit, whatever, then they're 
like, "Oh, he's wearing a suit, he's at least got a job.” You know what I'm 
saying? So that type of thing.  
It seemed that “predetermined” racial stereotypes within Black male-female 
romantic coupling contexts and experiences engendered relational tension and emotions 
of suspicion, judgment, criticalness, mistrust, isolation, and lack of understanding of 
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potential romantic partners. These “predetermined” racial stereotypes served as 
standards, expectations, or pressures that Black men and women placed on each other in 
attempts to determine who met their expectations based on the stereotype list. These 
standards seemed to create barriers and generate emotions of ambivalence, fear of being 
rejected, disrespected, or not valued. It is possible that the expectations that Black women 
and men have of each other as potential romantic partners could be connected to racial 
stereotypes that either individuals, want to avoid or fear will be projected on them. As a 
result of these societal “predetermined” racial stereotypes imposed on Black people, it 
seemed that never married heterosexual Black male-female coupling experiences could 
be filled with additional emotional and relational burdens, as DL indicates:   
DL: I think sometimes it [Black male-female relationships] may be held to 
a higher standard than other relationships, like other races or cultures. I 
feel that we put a lot of pressure on each other. Black women put a lot of 
pressure on Black men and vice-versa, and it really doesn’t have to be that 
way…I don’t know. I think it’s because of the media; just a long, long, 
long battle between the sexes, I guess, of Black men and Black women…I 
have heard a lot of Black women say, “Men ain’t nothing and they don’t 
do this for you, they’re bums,” and all that. And then I’ve heard Black 
men say stuff like, “Black girls always do this and they always do that. 
They give me a hard time, they’re uncompromising,” and all that other 
stuff. 
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“Putting Forth a Front” 
 
In describing their experiences of cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships with never married heterosexual Black men and women, most study 
participants identified the dynamics of “putting forth a front” or what some called 
“bringing representatives,” “façade,” and “portraying an image or playing a role” in 
their courting relationships and experiences. KB explicated how the dynamic of “putting 
forth a front” occurred initially within the dating relationships between Black men and 
women.  
KB: So someone that is going on the educated path, you kind of think: 
Well, I know women always want the bad boy, so maybe that’s what she 
really wants. So, how do I kind of show that I’m a bad boy? Then you kind 
of put forth a front that may not really be who you are. So I have friends 
that are really like the corniest guys amongst our circle, but you see them 
interacting with a girl and they put on this front, like I’m the tough guy 
from 52
nd
 Street or something like that because they’re trying to play these 
roles that they think their women want.  
Then that just sets up a barrier to what can really happen between two 
people, and I think that’s very prevalent in the Black community just 
because there are so many different images and roles that society has us 
playing. So we can take on one of those roles that we think the person 
wants. It’s very hard, I think, to break down those roles that we’re playing 
initially. It takes a lot of time. 
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KB felt that a Black man who “[was] going on the educated path” could hold a 
view that “I know [Black] women always want the bad boy” and thus “[he] kind of put 
forth a front that may not really be who [he was].” He explained that he witnessed this 
dynamic of “putting forth a front” with his male friends. He felt that this way of 
approaching romantic relationships “Sets up a barrier to what can really happen between 
two people.” KB felt that “putting forth a front” created emotional barrier and 
disconnection between Black men and women that further prevented them from revealing 
their authentic selves to one another.  
This performance of “putting forth a font” could be because these Black men 
feared that they would be rejected for not embodying the “bad boy” stereotype attached 
to Black men in society. They sensed that their true identity was “not good enough” for a 
potential female partner or that they were not “worth dating.” Hence, they either “put 
forth a front” consciously or subconsciously to protect themselves emotionally from the 
humiliation of rejection or being thought of as not being “a real Black man” or “not Black 
enough” because they were educated and did not fit the stereotype of a “bad boy.”  
KB felt that the dynamic of “Putting forth a front” “[was] very prevalent in the 
Black community because there [were] so many different images and roles that society 
ha[d] us playing.” He felt that the role of being the “bad boy” which constituted being 
“tough, strong, powerful” was “something that was part of [being] Black man” in 
society.  
KB: …That was something that’s part of as a Black man in society, society 
kind of puts forth this image of Black men are tough, strong Black men, 
powerful Black men; you don’t want to get a Black man angry type of 
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portrayal. I think with that there become expectations to a certain 
degree…As far as that’s how Black men are. Some women may want that. 
Some women may not want that. But I think that the women that I tend to 
date probably did want that strong Black man image. 
He explained, “Society…puts forth this image of Black men [as] tough, strong 
Black men, powerful Black men…you don’t want to get a Black man angry type of 
portrayal.” KB felt that “this image” infiltrated the dating processes and relationships 
between Black men and women. He expressed that these roles or portrayal of Black men 
became “expectations to a certain degree” of what Black men were supposed to “put 
forth” in relationships. He perceived that “some [Black] women may want and some may 
not want that” portrayal of the “trough, strong and powerful Black man.” He expressed 
that he felt that the women he “tended to date probably did want that strong Black man 
image.” KB seemed to be indicating that the roles that society expected Black men and 
women to perform had influences on heterosexual Black male-female coupling relational 
experiences. He added, “It’s very hard, I think, to break down those roles that we’re 
playing initially. It takes a lot of time.” KB sensed that the roles that Black men and 
women thought that a potential romantic partner “want[ed]” seemed to be ingrained. As 
a result, he felt that it became “very hard” and time consuming “to break down those 
roles” or uncover the authentic character of a potential romantic partner. KB and Big 
Daddy attested to “putting forth a front” or performing the roles they felt that society 
placed on them as Black men, in their own coupling experiences.   
Interviewer: You talked about how you’re not sure if you actually played 
into the roles or even played any role. Do you think you did, or do you 
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have any feelings that you did? 
KB: Yeah, I’m sure I probably did, particularly when I was younger.  
Interviewer: What’s younger? 
KB: I’m 29 now, so in my last relationship I was dating somebody for 
about two years, before that for about a year; before that it was about four 
years. So I would say that relationship of about four years, I can’t 
necessarily say what roles I presented, but I think was more nonchalant 
about things and about issues that came up. So I tried to play this role that 
things didn’t bother me, strong Black man, nothing gets to me type of role. 
KB expressed that he “put forth the front” of the “strong Black man” who 
“nothing get to.” He reflected that he played this role when he was younger in his last 
three romantic relationships. In playing this role, he felt that he was not truly himself in 
these relationships. He seemed to be saying that he did not allow his true self who was 
not the “strong Black man…[whom]…things bother[ed]”  be revealed in his 
relationships with his three previous girlfriends. Because KB had internalized these 
stereotypic expectations, he “put on the front” or “image” of being “strong, tough, and 
powerful.” As he indicated, “…I think that the women that I tend[ed] to date probably 
did want that strong Black man image.” Big Daddy’s experience of playing the role of a 
“jerk” or “putting forth” the role of a “jerk” as Black man in his dating relationships 
aligned with Kobe Bryant’s experiences.  
Big Daddy: Ah for a few reasons. I’ll give you my own personal examples, 
since this is about me. Like, when I was younger, I had and still have a 
great relationship with my mom, so I had a lot of respect for females or 
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whatever, but like I said, I didn’t start dating a whole bunch of chicks until 
I started being a jerk. Like when I was a jerk to chicks is when I got more 
chicks, you know what I mean? When I was nice and sweet and all that, it 
was like, “Uh…” 
Big Daddy felt that he had to “put forth a front.” He admitted that when he was 
younger he played the role of a “jerk” in pursuit of romantic relationships. He expressed 
“I didn’t start dating a whole bunch of chicks until I started being a jerk. Like when I was 
a jerk to chicks [was] when I got more chicks…when I was nice and sweet and all that, it 
was like, ‘uh’.” Similar to KB, Big Daddy felt he had to perform a stereotype expected of 
the Black man as a “jerk” in society who dated “bunch of chicks” and was not “nice and 
sweet” in his interactions with women. Like KB, Big Daddy also indicated that the Black 
women he dated had also internalized such expectations of Black men being a “jerk.” 
Additionally, he also seemed to be articulating that he felt he could not be himself, who 
was  “nice and sweet and who respected” women, because he feared his authentic self 
did not align with the stereotype of a Black man and what his potential romantic partners 
wanted. Thus he masked his true self by “putting forth a front” of “the jerk Black man” 
who dated “bunch of chicks” to be accepted as a potential romantic partner. Similarly, 
Jane felt that Black women also “put forth a front” within their coupling relationships. 
Jane:  Again, I think it’s the education and opportunity that we’re given 
now. So the fact that I’m able to go to grad school and I’m able to do it 
without the support of my husband or having to be married or anything, 
it’s empowering. So it’s like you’ve  made it this far…I think Black women 
still want it [marriage/husband/long-term partner] and that’s what’s 
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happening is they’re pretending like they don’t and then you see… 
Interviewer:  Say more about that. 
Jane:  I think the Black women’s portrayal of like, “I don’t need a man,” 
is because they’re trying to show that independence. I think they still want 
it though, because I think everybody wants somebody and wants to feel 
needed and stuff, but we’ve learned how to put up a really tough shell.” 
Jane felt that like Black men, Black women also “put forth a front” of emotional 
toughness or “tough shell” that society placed on them. She felt that because Black 
women were able to support themselves educationally and financially “without the 
support of [a] husband or having to be married,” Black women would pretend or “put a 
forth a front” of “I don’t need a man...trying to show that independence.” She expressed 
“I think Black women still want it [marriage/ husband/ long-term partner] and…they’re 
pretending like they don’t…” Jane felt that heterosexual Black women had “learned how 
to put up a really tough shell” to “put forth a front” that they “don’t need a man.” 
Similar to KB and Big Daddy, Jane was suggesting that Black women could be playing 
the role of “the strong Black who is independent and does not need a man.” From Big 
Daddy’s, KB’s and Jane’s narratives, performances of these roles created an emotional 
and relational disconnect with self and potential romantic partner. Jane indicated that 
Black women “put up a really tough shell” that hindered them from connecting with 
their genuine desire for a romantic and supportive partnership with a Black male, which 
then prevented them from being or bring their true selves to their coupling relationships.  
From KB, Big Daddy, and Jane’s experiences, there was a sense that never 
married heterosexual Black men and women had to “put forth a front,” expected of them 
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from society and each other, which either masked or obscured their authentic identities. 
KB expressed, “We put up these façades or say that we’re stronger than we really are,” 
which, according to Zaria, “just set up a wall between Black men and women.” Like the 
other participants, Zaria felt that these “façades, roles, representatives, and fronts” 
created “walls” between Black men and women that averted them from truly knowing 
each other and understanding each other. 
Zaria: Yeah, both of them [Black women and men] are already got their 
walls up. So yeah, it makes it kind of difficult to build and know each other 
- first you've got to break down each other's walls. Then you guys can get 
into being in a relationship. 
Participants felt that this dynamic of “putting forth a front” generated a sense of 
needing to protect self within the coupling contexts and processes of never married 
heterosexual Black men and women.  
Function and Effects of “Putting Forth a Front” 
 
Ms. Diva felt that never married Black men and women were “putting forth a 
front” or “façades” in their coupling relationships because “[they were] trying [to] 
overcompensate” for not being “enough” in light of society’s portrayal of the images of 
Black men and women.  
Ms. Diva: Put on this façade because you’re trying to overcompensate, 
you know. I’m not Black enough. I’m too Black. I’m not skinny enough. 
I’m not thick enough, so let me, you know, get that extra few inches of 
weave or let me cake some more makeup on or, you know, let me make 
sure my dress is a little bit tighter, you know, just stuff like that. 
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Ms. Diva sensed that Black men and women were overcompensating for “not 
being Black enough, or being too Black” or not being something “enough” in their 
interactions and coupling processes with each other. She indicated that their attempts to 
cultivate and maintain romantic relationships, never married Black men and women 
could feel the need to prove to each other that they were “good enough” to be selected as 
a mate and “worthy enough” to maintain a loving supportive long-term relationship with. 
She felt that “putting on this façade” or “putting forth a front” or as she called it 
“representatives” was a way to mitigate the emotions that a potential romantic partner or 
actual partner would not view one as acceptable, valuable, and lovable. She continued, 
Ms. Diva: Well then, I want to be politically correct. So as African-
Americans, we tend to have a lot of pride issues, you know, it’s like we’re 
trying to prove something to somebody instead of trying to prove 
something to yourself. So with that being said, that’s where I think how 
these, I guess you could say, representatives all kind of form. Like okay, 
you’re masking something instead of really digging in deep 
with…emotions and feelings that you may have.  
In describing how she overcompensated in three romantic relationships with 
Black men, Sara subconsciously hinted at the notion that she could have 
overcompensated in these relationships by either portraying the role of the “strong Black 
woman” or attempting to nullify the racial stereotype that an educated Black woman like 
herself “d[id]n’t need a man.” 
Sara: I think how I overcompensated is I’m a huge initiator. So I’m one 
that – I don’t like to wait. I’m impatient, so I like to take charge; let’s get 
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it done; let’s talk about this, whatever. But I think with my most recent 
relationship, the second go round when we dated for the two years 
consecutively, it was long distance…So I feel as though I made more of an 
effort because I was the one who was driving home and paying the gas 
and things of that nature – to come home to kind of make it work. So I 
think that’s where I kind of overcompensated – like gave more than I had 
to give sometimes because I can count the times he’s come to [Jersey] 
Maybe five total so…And in the relationship, I was completely okay with 
coming home every other weekend…But when I look back now, it was kind 
of – I was doing too much on the road back and forth all of the time. 
Interviewer: Do you have a sense of why that is?  
Sara: I just think of Black women and that it goes back to that whole 
notion of being strong. 
Sara admitted subconsciously that she played the role of being “the strong Black 
woman” in her previous relationship by overcompensating in terms of “giving more 
than” she had to offer emotionally, physically, financially, and relationally. Similarly, 
Isabelle explicitly indicated the ways she overcompensated by “putting forth a front” or 
“putting on a face” in her relationship with her ex-boyfriend.  
Isabelle: I think mainly the fact that I feel like I can’t be myself or you 
know, I just feel like in general I have to put on a face…I dislike the 
insecurity that I feel [in relationship with Black men]. I feel like it’s a lot 
of me kind of judging myself. Why am I not Black enough; or why am I this 
way? So it’s like that way...Am I Black enough. So I feel like it’s definitely 
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a lot of insecurities in me I guess judging myself and I guess questioning 
myself. Like, How come I don’t like the same things they like? Or, why 
were my experiences so different?  
Isabelle felt that the effects of “putting on a face” made her insecure about 
herself, which she disliked about dating Black men. It influenced how she viewed herself 
as not being “Black enough” and felt that that she was not herself. She felt that she was 
not “good enough” or sufficient as a romantic partner, because she was judging and 
asking herself “Why am I not Black enough, or why am I this way?”  Isabelle felt that 
this enactment of overcompensating influenced her commitment in the relationships and 
romantic attachment with her ex-boyfriends.  
Isabelle: It’s definitely not a high commitment. I’m not going in thinking, 
okay, this is going to be the guy I’m going to marry for the rest of my life 
because I don’t think I should have to, I don’t know, fake myself in a 
relationship. It’s not going to last if I have to do that. So it’s not like a 
high commitment, or I’m not 100 percent into it.  
She expressed that she was consciously aware that masking her true self prevented 
her from being fully commitment to the relationship because she was not“100 percent 
into it.” KB agreed with Isabelle by also uttering that overcompensating by “putting forth 
a front” and playing a role interrupted or hindered “deeper connection” between Black 
men and women.  
KB: Right, there’s no deeper connection. You can’t have a deeper 
connection if you have these surface layers upon layers. You have to peel 
off so many layers now, I think, just to get to what Black people actually 
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have to offer a lot of times. I think it just starts the relationships off on a 
very bad footing.”  
He felt that Black men and women “[could] n’t have a deeper connection” due to 
the “layers upon layers” that they both had to “peel off” to “actually [get to what they 
both] had to offer” to each other and to the relationship. KB expressed that “putting forth 
a front” by portraying an image that did not reflect one’s character because one was 
“trying to overcompensate” for fear of not being “good enough” as romantic partner 
“start[ed] the [Black male-female romantic] relationships off on a very bad footing.” He 
emphasized this by articulating the ways in which playing the role of “the strong Black 
man” wore on him and his relationships with his ex-girlfriends.  
KB: So if the images are wearing on yourself, obviously they’re going to 
wear on the relationship and your interactions with other people. I think 
that becomes a big issue. That may be my role in whatever problems that 
came up in the relationships in trying to portray those images [strong 
Black man who nothing gets to]. Eventually they wore on me, and 
obviously at the same time they’re probably wearing a lot more on the 
person that I’m putting up this image for.  
KB further explained that relational and emotional challenges of “inconsistencies, 
frustration and misplaced expectations” evidenced by the ways he overcompensated by 
“putting forth the front” of the “strong Black man who nothing gets to” wore on his 
relationships.  
Interviewer: How do you think it wears on them, in what way?  
KB: I don’t care if you’re the greatest actor that ever lived. No one is 
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perfect in portraying whatever image, so you have inconsistencies that 
come up. When there are inconsistencies, there’s frustration, I think. So 
I’m sure I was inconsistent with certain things probably in part because 
what I was trying to portray wasn’t necessarily what I actually had to 
offer. So when the inconsistencies come out, there are misplaced 
expectations and things that people expect don’t always come to fruition.  
KB felt that in portraying these images, he was inconsistent in what he had to 
offer in the relationships. He expressed, “So I’m sure I was inconsistent with certain 
things probably in part because what I was trying to portray wasn’t necessarily what I 
actually had to offer.” It seemed that because of the incongruence between offered and 
who he portrayed himself to be in relationships, KB felt he exhibited inconsistencies in 
his relationships. He felt that these inconsistencies generated feelings of frustration and 
misplaced expectations because “things that people [ex-girlfriends] expect[ed] d[id] n’t 
always come to fruition.”  
Sara’s experiences in relationships with her ex-boyfriends were similar to the 
sentiments of “inconsistencies, frustration, and misplaced expectations” that KB 
explicated as an effect of overcompensating by “putting forth a front [or] portraying 
images” in his relationships.  
Sara: I think in high school, the person that I dated, he was older than me, 
but he ended up not furthering his education; he ended up having kids by 
different women over the years. Not while I was with him. So ultimately – 
and he was one – I think about this now – we broke up because he didn’t 
feel deserving of me.  
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He [second boyfriend] was a senior and I was a sophomore. And he was 
like the star basketball player, and then he found out he wasn’t graduating 
for a ½ a credit. So he was going to have to come back the following year 
just for one class. And at that point, he felt like he wasn’t good enough for 
me.  
And the most recent person, who I broke up with, we broke up because he 
felt like he wasn’t deserving of me, and he was ending up disappointing 
me a lot, and not coming through with things, and didn’t have anything to 
offer me. Now that I think about it, I just noticed those two common 
themes.  
Sara expressed that the two common themes in her relationships with her ex-
boyfriends were that the men felt “[they were] not good enough for [her] or deserving of 
[her].” She articulated that her most recent relationship ended because her ex-boyfriend 
“felt that he wasn’t deserving of [her] and he was ending up disappointing [her] a lot 
and not coming through with things and didn’t have anything to offer [her].” Sara 
seemed to  have experienced similar feelings of inconsistencies, misplaced expectations, 
disappointments and frustrations in her relationships with her ex-boyfriends who felt that 
they were “not good enough or deserving” of her.  
Structural Descriptions of Socio-cultural Context of the theme of Internalized 
Racial Stereotypes and subtheme of Bidirectional Internalized Racial Stereotypes, 
Checking off the Racial Stereotype/Assumption List, “Putting Forth a Front,” and the 
Function and Effects of “Putting Forth a Front.” The life world represented within these 
themes and subthemes were lived body, lived space, and lived relations to others. 
418 
Within the context of lived space, participants articulated the ways societal racially 
motivated stereotypes about Black men and women have been internalized among Black 
men and women. Participants felt that racial stereotypes, “whether it’s like light skin/dark 
skin debate, the good hair/bad hair debate; Black women have attitudes; Black men don’t 
want to get married,” negatively influenced the coupling processes and experiences of 
never married heterosexual Black men and women. Participants felt that the negative 
stereotypes that the larger society attached to Black people were embraced and 
internalized “more seriously” within the Black communities.  
“I think it’s like what we see on TV, what the rappers have. I guess what 
they see in magazines or what they see in the media, that’s what they want. 
I feel like it’s perpetuated a lot more in the Black community.” 
“But I feel like the Black community, we take it more seriously. We’ll say, 
“Oh, that’s definitely true that Black men don’t want to get married,” or, 
“Black women have attitudes…We take it so seriously that we actually 
believe them.” 
“…Alright, so we both have to kind of step outside these stereotypes that 
people [society] put on us. I know Black people are like that, but you still 
hear people say, “You know Black people,” and it’s like, okay, so we’re 
still thinking the same way everybody else is thinking.” 
Participants expressed an overwhelming sense that they felt Black men and 
women have strongly internalized these racially motivated negative stereotypes from 
society about themselves. They reflected ways in which Black men and women, 
themselves included, unconsciously and subconsciously brought these internalized 
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negative views into their intimate romantic coupling spaces. Participants felt that in 
“taking seriously [racialized] stereotypes,” Black men and women then brought the 
“world” into their coupling relationships and processes with each other. There was a 
dominant sense of sadness, disappointment, and frustration from participants as they 
expressed the ways in which the internalization of negative racial stereotypes created a 
relational coupling dynamic in which Black men and women evaluated and viewed 
potential partner and current mates.  
“You’re looking at too much of the stereotype and not looking at the 
person, honestly. That’s really what it comes down to. You’re not 
evaluating the person. You’re letting all these stereotypes and all these 
things with the media and what the past has done to you, get to you and 
rule this relationship. You’re not looking at that person, you’re not 
evaluating that person… it’s like, you’re in a relationship and the world, 
it’s not fair. Like just be with that person.” 
Within the context of lived body, the overwhelming majority of the participants 
felt that Black men and women “put [the bodies]” of potential and even current romantic 
relationships in the “box” of negative racial stereotypes.  The  processes of “putting”—
evaluating and viewing— the lived bodies of significant others or potential mates through 
the “box” of negative racialized stereotypes entailed processes of “directional 
internalized racial stereotypes” and “checking off the racial stereotype/assumptions list.”  
Participants described ways in which the projection of internalized messages and views 
that Black men and women had embraced about themselves and each other influenced the 
expectations that they had of each other within their coupling context.  
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 “Honestly, I think a lot of times Black men and women are pitted against 
each other, especially in relationships….I guess culturally there’s no trust 
between Black men and women. Women are taught that men are just 
animals – self-centered. They don’t need them. Men are taught that 
women are – they serve a selfish use. They’re toys; they’re to be 
discarded…Basically men are taught that women are basically only there 
for sex and women know nothing else. And so that competition, that kind 
of isolation between the sexes, it doesn’t breed anything good.”    
Within the context of lived relation to others, participants felt that the process of 
bidirectional internalized racial stereotypes generated issues of distrust within Black 
male-female’s coupling context and process. This process of bidirectional internalized 
racial stereotype provoked relational expectations in which men and women expected 
potential romantic mates or partners to fit into “predetermined” stereotypic ideas. From 
participants’ lived experiences, the process of “predetermined” bidirectional internalized 
racial stereotypes produced emotions of apprehension, suspicion, in which never married 
Black men, and women feared that they could be judged against “predetermined” 
stereotypes. Thus, they were anxious that their and feared that their authentic selves 
would be viewed as “not enough” by a potential or current romantic mate.   
Within the lived relations to others, checking off the racial assumptions list 
dynamic served as a way to evaluate whether a potential or current romantic partner fits 
the “predetermined racial stereotypes that Black men and women had embraced about 
each other. Most participants expressed a sense of skepticism and experiences of 
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“othering or shaming” of them or potential romantic partner based on a “predetermined” 
checklist they held of Black women and men.   
 “So generally some Black women they get like they're the bees knees 
sometimes. So it's like a lot of times when you approach a Black woman, 
sometimes, not all the time, but sometimes it's like I be detecting this air 
about them. Where you feel like you have to prove to them - they already 
put you at this deficit where you [they] think that you're broke. Ain't got 
no job, ain't about shit maybe. Criminal background and blah, blah, blah. 
You have to spin - get people to approach them and convince them that 
you're worthy to be dated and shit.” 
 It is possible that Black men and women also used the “predetermined” checklist 
of bidirectional internalized racial stereotypes as a self-protection mechanism or defense 
within their coupling experiences.  In these cases, the “predetermined” checklist of 
bidirectional internalized racial stereotyped served as a way to protect self emotionally as 
well as time as they attempted to cautiously nurture their desires for long-term 
relationship or marriage to realities.  
“I guess the stereotype that they [Black men] don’t want to be in 
relationships kind of does…Especially at my age, I think I want a long-
term relationship. If someone’s not going to want that, why would I want 
to be with them or waste my time dating them?...Or long-term 
relationships, want to get married, let’s just put it that way; want to get 
married.” 
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Within their lived relations, it seemed that the experiences of being associated 
with a “predetermined” internalized racial checklist of stereotypes or assumptions, or of 
being measured against “these lists” generated relational tension and emotional mistrust 
between Black women and men. Unfortunately, these experiences created a coupling 
context and process filled with emotional turmoil of isolation, shame, and feeling of 
being “not good enough to be dated.” Such emotional turmoil bred lack of 
communication, understanding and insecurity within Black men and women coupling 
experiences. It caused individuals to be uncertain about themselves and their partner in 
order to truly accept or love them for their true selves. As a result, Black men and women 
felt that they had to “play a persona,” “put on a face,” or “overcompensate” in their 
attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships or “prematurely end” 
the relationship before it was established.  
“Stereotypes, putting each other in that box, and stuff like that. I really 
think that’s the big reason why…these relationships [Black male-female 
relationships] are not reaching full potential, honestly…It’s really 
distorted, it’s in disarray and it’s just because of the stereotypes and 
everything; they’re bound to fail almost. Not getting to know that person, 
that’s why they’re not surviving, and some of them are ending 
prematurely. Some of them are not reaching full potential…” 
Critical findings within the theme of Internalized Racial Stereotypes were that 
never married heterosexual Black men and women evaluated potential and current 
romantic mates through the lenses of societal racial stereotypic “predetermined box[es].” 
It appeared that the relational dynamic of “putting each other in a predetermined 
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racialized stereotype box” affected Black male-female relationship, that these 
relationships “[were] not reaching [their] full potential…not surviving and enduing 
prematurely.” There was a dominant sense from participants that subconscious and 
unconscious awareness of “putting” others in a racialized stereotype “box” distorted 
Black men and women’s opportunities to “know [the] true [character] of that person.” 
Additionally, there was also a sense that these relational interactions placed Back men 
and women in a position of possibly bringing “50%” of themselves instead of “100%”to 
their coupling experiences. It is possible that they “overcompensated” and protected 
themselves emotionally within their coupling processes from the humiliation of being 
thought of as “not good enough or worthy to be dated.”  
Thus, never married Black men and women could be coupling within a relational 
context in which they perhaps feel that they were “not good enough or not deserving of 
each other” based on the ways society perceived them and their own internalization of 
these perceptions. Hence, it appeared that they “put forth a front, bring representatives or 
façades, portray an image, or overcompensate” in their coupling experiences in order to 
mitigate fear of rejection, abandonment, humiliation, shame, or inadequacy. The burden 
of the emotional struggles of “portraying an image or overcompensating” seemed to 
generate relational challenges of “inconsistency, misplaced expectations, 
disappointments, frustration” and tensions within the coupling relationships. As one 
participant succinctly expressed, 
“Society eventually in different ways will kind of knock you down a peg, 
and if you can’t maintain that façade in society, you obviously can’t really 
maintain it well in a relationship, in that intimate relationship, because 
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those are the people that usually see the cracks first, I think. Then the 
misplaced expectations and the challenges, I think, in the relationship 
start to come from that.” 
Socio-structural Context 
Textural Descriptions: In describing their perspectives on the ways in which social 
issues influenced coupling processes between never married heterosexual Black men and 
women, most participants emphasized socio-structural factors of explicit and implicit 
racism, employment, income, and educational achievement imbalance between women 
and men and the pressure of the “provider role” on the coupling experiences and 
relationships. 
“Silent Killer” -- Explicit and Implicit Racism  
When asked if Ms. Diva thought that, other Black men and women were 
conscious of the ways in which being part of “the most oppressed race” in the United 
States impacted their intimate romantic relationship experiences with each other, she 
replied “no.” She added that people were unaware of “trials and tribulations” associated 
with being part of “the most oppressed race” on their intimate romantic relationships.  
Ms. Diva: No. Yes, it [racism] does affect Black male-female 
relationships… It’s a silent killer. It really is because you don’t know, you 
know? You don’t know. You don’t know.  
Ms. Diva felt that the effects of racism as a “silent killer” on Black male-female 
intimate romantic relationships created a coupling environment in which Black men and 
women had “unrealistic expectations” of each other as romantic mates and as 
individuals.  
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Ms. Diva: Because again, people’s levels of expectation and their false 
sense of reality, you know? It’s just like ultimately you’re kind of setting 
the person up for failure from day one because you have these unrealistic 
expectations of them as a mate and as an individual.  
Interviewer: Can you talk about the unrealistic expectations? 
Ms. Diva: We’re never going to argue. Everything’s going to be perfect. 
He’s always going to make me happy. He’s always going to make me 
come. He’s always going to, you know, cook me dinner, rub my feet. You 
know, I’m saying that this person’s a human and they have experiences 
and trials and tribulations, you know? They have a life too, you know? No, 
you know, I’ve been more conscious about that as a Black woman.   
Ms. Diva felt that the influence of racism as a “silent killer” created a situation in 
which Black men and women could have a “false sense of reality” about their 
relationships because they had different expectations for each other as romantic mates. 
These different expectations then became “unrealistic expectations” placed on one’s 
partner and the relationships, thus creating tension where one is unknowingly “setting up 
[one’s partner] for failure” in the relationship, and “setting up [the relationship] for 
failure.” Ms. Diva seemed to be emphasizing her point that never married Black men and 
women needed to be conscious and aware that racism was a “silent killer” that was 
working against the cultivation and maintenance of their romantic relationships. She 
seemed to be vocalizing the felt sense of “unspoken connection,” due to shared 
experiences of “trials and tribulations” and the desire to create a “place of refuge,” 
where Black men and women had “each other’s backs,” could be “unrealistic 
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expectations” due to silent effects of racism, and men’s and women’s lack of awareness 
of its effects on their relationships.  
The “unspoken connection” perceived by never married Black men and women in 
courtship allowed them to create a “safe place of refuge” where they hoped that“[they 
were] never going to argue. Everything’s going to be perfect. He’s always going to make 
me happy. He’s always going to make me come. He’s always going to, you know, cook 
me dinner, rub my feet” seemed unrealistic to Ms. Diva. She felt that her potential mate 
was “human and [had] experiences and trials and tribulations.” She seemed to be 
certain that these “experiences…trials and tribulations” would show up in her 
relationship with a potential mate and they would have to contend with the “experiences 
and trials and tribulations” to prevent them from losing their romantic bond with each 
other.  
Because of this awareness, Ms. Diva seemed to be expressing that as a Black 
woman she had become more conscious of the amount of effort and work it would take to 
establish and maintain a supportive and successful romantic relationship with a Black 
man. She also seemed to be saying that she had become more aware of the external 
effects of racism, the “silent killer,” on her experiences in establishing and maintaining 
an intimate romantic relationship. 
In describing how racism influenced never married Black male-female intimate 
romantic relationship with each other, KB also described the ways in which lack of 
awareness made it difficult for Black men and women to understand how racism 
impacted the lives of their romantic mates. Although he was referring to both Black men 
and women, he specially emphasized that the proclamation that “racism is 
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dead…[makes] it hard to say…a Black woman in a relationship, knows exactly what the 
Black man is going through.” 
KB: I don’t want to contradict what I said earlier because I do think that a 
lot of the Black people recognize that there are a lot of things wrong. But I 
think when challenges aren’t as apparent as they were in the ’60s and the 
Civil Rights era, we kind of turn the other cheek a lot of times. So one of 
the problems that I have with the Black community in general is that I feel 
like we don’t really see a lot of the struggles that we have. A lot of people, 
even Black people, a lot of times will go to say, “Well, racism isn’t really 
there anymore. We’ve got a Black president. We’re doing fine. I can get 
money. Racism is dead.” But I think it’s just as prevalent as it was 60 
years ago. So it’s hard to say someone in a relationship, a Black woman in 
a relationship, knows exactly what the Black man is going through.  
KB felt that a lack of acknowledgment of racism in which “a lot of people, even 
Black people, a lot of times will go to say, ‘well, racism isn’t really there anymore. We’ve 
got a Black president. We’re doing fine. I can get money, Racism is dead’,” seemed to 
make it impossible for Black men and women to recognize the effects of racism not only 
on their individual lives but also in the lives of their romantic partner. Similarly, KB 
sensed that if Black men and women were not able to acknowledge racism and were not 
conscious of the effects of it on their individual lives and the lives of their partners, it 
could be difficult for them to understand its effect on the lives of their mates, let alone 
recognize how racism impacted their romantic bond with each other. He was also 
indicating that the lack of awareness of racism in society and its impact on the lives and 
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on the relationships of Black men and women seemed to be related to his reality and lived 
experiences that the acts of racism are still “apparent” today but more “silent” than they 
were “in the ’60s and the Civil Rights era.”  
KB:…Some aspects of discrimination that Black men and Black women go 
through are not as prevalent or as open as they once were, but there’s still 
a subculture of racism and things like that that we as Black people have 
to deal with individually… 
From KB’s lived experiences as a never married Black man in the United States, 
he felt that “there [was] still a subculture of racism and things like that that we as Black 
people have to deal with individually.” To him, these “subculture of racism and some 
aspects of discrimination” seemed to be less explicit and more implicit. KB’s observation 
of the implicitness of the “subculture of racism and aspects of discrimination” seemed to 
make the effects of racism on the lives and intimate romantic relationships of never 
married Black men and women accurately a “silent killer,” as Ms. Diva described it.  
According to participants, it seemed that societal denial of racism generated a 
situation in which Black men and women were not consciously aware of it and thus were 
not able to deal with the ramifications of this “silent killer” on their romantic coupling 
process. Similar to KB, Sara felt that the effects of explicit and implicit racism challenged 
the coupling relationships of never married Black men and women. 
Sara: And it’s like the racism, sometimes it’s very explicit, but for the 
most part it’s implicit. And it’s on the jobs and it’s kind of like Black 
women and men, we’re out here fighting to make a way for ourselves out 
in society, but really we’re fighting more at home. We’re fighting each 
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other and trying to put on this façade in society because we have to make 
it. We have to make a name for ourselves. We have to work harder, I feel 
like, than Whites.    
Sara felt that the effects of racism impacted Black women and men in the sense 
that they were constantly “fighting” to survive racism they experience in society, 
particularly “on the jobs” to “make a way for ourselves [themselves] out in society.” 
According to Sara, Black women and men were always exerting mental and emotional 
energies by “working harder, fighting and put[ting] on façade[s]” to protect themselves 
from the battle wounds of explicit and implicit racism to survive and make it in society. 
Sara seemed to say that these coping mechanisms used by Black women and men to 
survive the “silent killer” could be taking massive tolls on their emotional, mental, 
physical, and spiritual energies. By extension, their efforts to be fully present in ways that 
were “positive and supportive” in establishing and nurturing their intimate romantic 
relationships were severely compromised.  
According to participants, in never married Black men and women’s efforts to 
“fight” the silent effects of racism in their lives, they either denied the existence of 
racism, “f[ought] each other,” worked harder, or put on façades to mask their mental and 
emotional pain. From participants’ experiences and narratives, it seemed that never 
married Black men and women could be conscious of the effects of explicit and implicit 
racism on their lives and may be unclear about how to deal effectively with its effects on 
their individual and relational lives. Or the constructive work it required to protect their 
“place of refuge”—romantic relationships—from these “silent killers” from wearing on 
and eroding the “strong connection and passion” they had for each other at the beginning 
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of their relationships. Regardless of their awareness of the effects of explicit and implicit 
racism on their relationships, Black men and women seemed to be unsuccessful in 
preventing the “silent killer” to infiltrate their affection for each other. As Sara noted, 
“… racism, sometimes it’s very explicit, but for the most part it’s implicit…we’re out 
here fighting to make a way for ourselves out in society, but really we’re fighting more at 
home. We’re fighting each other…” 
Structural Descriptions of Social-structural Context of the theme of “Silent 
Killer”: Explicit and Implicit Racism: The life worlds represented within this were lived 
body, lived space, lived time, and lived relations to others. 
Within the contexts of lived space, lived time and lived body, participants 
overwhelmingly felt that being part of “the most oppressed race” in the United States 
negatively impacted the coupling experiences and romantic bonds between never married 
heterosexual Black men and women. Participants particularly felt that explicit and 
implicit racism were a “silent killer” in the personal and romantic relational lives of 
Black men and women because “a lot of people, even Black people, a lot of times will go 
to say, “well, racism isn’t really there anymore. We’ve got a Black president. We’re 
doing fine. I can get money. Racism is dead.” Because of the silence, participants felt that 
Black men and women had a difficult time supporting each other in romantic 
relationships and thus making their relationships “a place of refuge” for each other from 
the traumatic experiences and effects of these “silent killers.”  
There seemed to be an overwhelming sentiment from participants that explicit and 
implicit racism affected their romantic relational lives. Within the context of lived 
relations to others, participants expressed that the idea that “Racism [was] dead” 
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generated “unrealistic expectations. “Unrealistic expectations” of each other that could 
be connected to difficulties understanding what each other may be going through 
individually in their daily lives, and thus fighting each other in order succeed in society. 
Additionally, according to participants’ experiences, Black men and women seemed to 
hide their true selves from each other - a coping mechanism that seemed effective in 
society but appeared to be detrimental in relating to each other as romantic partners. They 
seemed to devote more of their energy and time to being successful in society, by 
attempting to prove themselves in society, which also appeared to be destructive to their 
romantic bonds and coupling experiences.  
“And it’s like the racism, sometimes it’s very explicit, but for the most 
part it’s implicit. And it’s on the jobs and it’s kind of like Black women 
and men, we’re out here fighting to make a way for ourselves out in 
society, but really we’re fighting more at home. We’re fighting each other 
and trying to put on this façade in society because we have to make it. We 
have to make a name for ourselves. We have to work harder, I feel like, 
than Whites.”      
There seemed to be a dominant sense that the effects of explicit and implicit 
racism— the “silent killer” — infiltrated Black male-female coupling relationships and 
experiences in ways that it appeared as though they placed “unrealistic expectations” on 
each other. Particularly, around achieving success in society, while requiring of each 
other to be fully present, physically, emotionally, mentally, and relationally in 
relationships as romantic partners. The inability to achieve such “unrealistic 
expectations” both within the romantic relationships and in society could place Black 
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men and women within a coupling relational context where they blamed each other for 
their inability to successfully enact these “unrealistic expectations” because “racism 
[was] dead.” Through blaming each other, fighting each other, and hiding their true 
authentic selves, heterosexual never married Black men and women, probably 
experienced the effects of explicit and implicit racism on their romantic relationships, as 
it “silently kill[ed]” the affectionate bond between them and destructed the “place of 
refuge” they attempted to cultivate and maintain with each other.  
A critical finding in this theme was that the intimate romantic relationships of 
never married heterosexual Black men and women required more attention to maintain 
their romantic attachment to each other physically, mentally, emotionally, sexually, and 
spiritually. It appeared the establishment and sustenance of these relationships required 
conscious awareness of the impact of racism on them and ways to combat the effects of 
this “silent killer” from disrupting the affectionate and strong connection within Black 
male-female romantic relationships. . 
Attitudes about Income, Employment and Educational Imbalance  
Participants articulated how meanings that Black men and women made of the 
disparities in their employment, education, and income impacted their view of themselves 
and each other as potential or current intimate romantic partners. Lauren felt economic 
and employment status further divided Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationships. 
Lauren: Social issues…. I guess like just economically, I think economic 
issues like high unemployment rates and I think because the ratio is so 
high with Black women that have degrees, that have some form of higher 
education they’re able to become employed faster. Especially with so 
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many Black men having some type of criminal record, it makes it even 
harder for them to find work. 
I think the economic issues. You know, a lot of times even like the welfare 
system, because a lot of times when there’s a man in the house they don’t 
get as much or they may not even be eligible. It’s almost like, well feed 
your children and have some kind of income but kick the man out. There 
are so many tough decisions; I think economically that we’re put into a 
position to have to decide on that it really impacts our relationships. I 
think economics is a huge thing…  
Interviewer: In what way does it impact the relationships? 
Lauren: I just think it makes it harder for us to relate and be on one 
accord, you know, because food doesn’t grow on trees, money doesn’t 
grow on trees and if you are in a situation where you have children, for 
Black women, I feel like it makes us feel like we have to sort of be about 
our business. And for Black men, it’s kind of like, “Well you’re not 
supporting us.” I just think it further divides, a lot of times over the 
economic issues; things like money, employment and that type of thing. 
Lauren indicated that Black women were obtaining higher education, degrees, and 
higher incomes than Black men were. Additionally, she expressed that there seemed to be 
a high rate of Black men with criminal records, making it difficult for them to attain 
education or employment to provide financially for their family. She articulated that these 
imbalances in education, employment, and income between Black men and women 
impacted their intimate romantic relationships by “[making] it harder for us to relate and 
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be on one accord.” She added that for Black women like her, “it makes us feel like we 
have to sort of be about our business.”  
In turn, Black men may feel “not support[ed]” by Black women, because Black 
women were “being about their business” - working alone to make sure to provide for 
their children and family. Lauren seemed to be indicating that because Black women 
were “being about their business,” Black men then probably felt they were “not 
support[ed]” because they felt that they were unable to participate in providing for their 
family. Lauren sensed that such relational tension caused Black women to feel they had 
to be “about their business” and Black men to feel  they were “not support[ed]” by 
Black women. Lauren expressed:  “A lot of times…[Black male-female romantic 
relationships are] further divid[ed]…over economic issues…like money, employment and 
that type of things.”  
Similarly, Roxanne concurred with Lauren that the ways in which Black men and 
women perceived employment and economic imbalance issues within their relationships 
“further divide[d]” the relationships.   
Roxanne: I know that working in corporate America, it’s stressful to be 
chosen or not chosen or overlooked. So there’s a great deal of stress 
involved with being a part of a culture that is looked down upon…So there 
are opportunities missed; you’re dealing with a lot of disappointment 
associated with your finances; it’s just stressful…Sometimes in the 
workplace, Black women are not seen as threats, but Black men are. So 
you may have Black women who can move forward and make more 
money, not necessarily because anyone’s smarter, but just because there’s 
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more of a threat… A lot of Black men are seen as a threat by their sheer 
existence. Obviously, it’s completely unfair and his pay – the disparity of 
pay has gone back since slavery time where Black women were able to get 
jobs earlier. Well not earlier, but just able to get jobs…– finances – a lot 
of men take pride in their finances. Some are okay with women making 
more; some are not. And so the ones where it’s not it become a rift in the 
relationship; a rift in conversation; a rift in a whole lot of things including 
confidence.  
Roxanne also felt that the employment environment in which Black women 
seemed to be given more opportunities than Black men because they were “ not seen as 
threats” compared to Black men who were often “seen as a threat by their sheer 
existence” added to “a lot of disappointment and stress… [that]… further divide[d]” 
Black men and women over issues of finances and employment imbalance. Roxanne 
articulated that the disparity of employment between Black men and women traced “back 
since slavery.” She indicated that the issue of employment and income imbalance 
between Black men and women had been a pervasive struggle within Black male-female 
relationship for generations that has been “completely unfair.” She expressed that “a lot 
of [Black] men take pride in their finances.” Roxanne believed that “some [men] are 
okay with [Black] women making more [money and] some are not.” She felt that for men 
who were not “okay with women making more money” the issue of economic imbalance 
became “a rift in the relationship.” Roxanne felt that this “rift” did not only occur in the 
relationships but also “in conversation; a rift in a whole lot of things including 
confidence.” Like Lauren, Roxanne seemed to be indicating that economic, employment 
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and educational disparities between Black men and women created “a rife and divide” in 
the ways that Black men and women related to each other, communicated with each 
other, perceived themselves and each other, as well as their level of confidence in 
themselves and their relationships. 
Relational meanings of income, employment and educational imbalance on 
relationships 
Participants explicated the emotional and relational effects of educational, 
employment, and income imbalance between Black men and women on their efforts to 
cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships with one another. Roxanne gave an 
example of the way perception of income imbalance seemed to “cause a rift in 
conversation and confidence” in her relationship with her boyfriend.   
Roxanne: Then who’s respective role was to provide… and don’t feel like 
they [men] can or feel like providing is defined as making more. It causes 
a rift. I mean, – my boyfriend, when you interviewed him, he’s like well 
she [Roxanne] doesn’t know I make more money than her. He later came 
back and said he actually did. Like he checked the numbers and reconfirm 
– and I’m like I don’t even know why he thought that I necessarily cared 
about that…But, obviously, it matters to him. It doesn’t matter to me, like I 
don’t care. Like I just care that you’re hard working and that you’re 
ambitious. That’s about it. But he kind of felt that he should kind of bring 
it up and bring it up and ask if I care. So it’s very interesting. 
In her experience, Roxanne felt that men, like her boyfriend Donovan, not only 
felt that they had to take on the role of being the financial provider in the relationship, but 
also felt that “providing [was] defined as making more.” To Roxanne, this “cause[d] a 
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rift” in the relationship. She explained how Donovan seemed to be preoccupied with the 
knowledge that he made “more money than her.” She expressed that “it d[id]n’t matter 
to [her]” that he made “more money than [her]” but she felt that “obviously, it 
matter[ed] to” Donovan, because “he felt that he [had] to bring it up and bring it up and 
ask[ed] if I care[d].” She expressed, “I don’t care…I just care that you’re hard working 
and that you’re ambitious.” 
Although Roxanne referred to the notion of “making more money” as what 
caused “a rift” within relationships, Isabelle also shared similar sentiment with regards to 
“conflicts” that ensued within relationships if the female were more educated than the 
male.  
Isabelle: Definitely an education where he’s like working towards a 
career…I don’t mind being more educated than him, but I feel like 
sometimes it might cause conflicts.  
Interviewer: In what way? 
Isabelle: I feel like some guys don’t want their girlfriends or their wives 
to, I guess, have more of an education than them. It causes problems 
because they always have that inferiority complex, like, “Oh, she’s better 
than me because she has a master’s or a PhD. 
Isabelle expressed that like Roxanne, she “[did not] mind being more educated 
than” her potential partner. Similarly, she felt that “being more educated than 
him…sometimes [could] cause conflicts…” because she felt that “some guys [didn’t] 
want their girlfriends or their wives to…have more of an education than them.” She 
expressed that it caused “problems because they always had that inferiority complex.” 
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She articulated that this “inferiority complex” could be exhibited in thoughts or 
interactions of “oh, she’s better than me because she has a Master’s or a PhD.” Isabelle 
seemed to believe that women being more educated than men caused emotional and 
relational “rift and conflict” in which men possibly felt or feared that their female partner 
could view them as “less than” because “she [had] a Master’s or a PhD,” thus, 
perceiving the woman to think she were “ better than him.” 
Although, Donovan was alluding to income, he expressed the sense that Isabelle 
referred to as “inferiority complex” regarding him “not wanting [his last ex-girlfriend] to 
look down on [him]” because she “made more money than [him].”  
Donovan: Well for me, I think my condition is different because I just grew 
up dirt poor. Honestly, I was poorer than everybody else. I expect 
everybody to make more money than me. It makes no difference for me you 
know. I’m thinking the three main girlfriends I’ve had in my adult life, all 
of them made more money than me for a while. I didn’t really look into 
that. My last girlfriend made considerably more money than I did. I took 
that to try to improve my situation, not competitively, but because it was 
more like I don’t want her to look down on me because I lost my job… 
Donovan felt that his “condition [was] different because [he] grew up dirt 
poor…[therefore] he expect[ed] everybody to make more money than [him].” This 
expectation however, seemed to influence his coupling relationships in which “all the 
three main girlfriends [he had] in [his] adult life…made more money than him.” Even 
though he felt that “it made no difference [to him]…and expressed that…[he] didn’t 
really look into it,” the assertion that “all of them made more money than [him] for a 
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while,” seemed to invoke a sense of “inferiority complex” in him. Particularly, in relation 
to his last girlfriend when he expressed, “[she] made considerably more money than I 
did. I took that to try to improve my situation, not competitively, but because it was more 
like I don’t want her to look down on me…” It seemed that because his last girlfriend 
made considerably more money than him along with the loss of his job, Donovan 
probably felt and thought that his ex-girlfriend thought she was better than he was. It also 
seemed that he feared she would “look down on” him or maybe even blame him for not 
making similar amount of income or more than she made. His ex-girlfriend “made 
considerably more… than him,” in turns he “tried to improve his situation.” He 
interpreted this as him probably trying to reduce his fear that she could “look down” on 
him and think or view him as “less than.”   
According to Firefly and Jane, it appeared that the possibility of Donovan’s 
concern that his ex-girlfriend may “look down” on him because she made more money 
and was unemployed seemed to be understood among never married heterosexual Black 
men and women as “Black men are intimated of successful Black women.” 
Firefly: Cultural issues, I might’ve mentioned this a little earlier that 
nowadays it definitely seems like a lot of Black women are working really 
hard to better themselves and get educated and get great jobs. Men can be 
intimidated by that.  
Interviewer: You think so? Say more.  
Firefly: It doesn’t make sense to me, but I have heard from guys and 
women alike that men are intimidated by a successful woman. Again, I 
believe a sane man should want his woman to be successful. What good 
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does it do you if she’s not successful? It’s a reflection on you if she’s not 
successful. So I’m like, okay…I’m not going to say it’s not valid. I’m not a 
guy, so I can’t relate to what it must be like in their own brains… I’ve 
heard that guys can be intimidated, like, “Oh, she makes X-amount of 
money, so that means I can’t step to her,” or, “She has all these degrees, 
but I never finished high school so how can I step to her? 
Firefly felt that “nowadays it definitely seems like a lot of Black women are 
working really hard to better themselves and get educated and get great jobs. Men can be 
intimidated by that.” From this expression, it was also possible that Firefly could be 
saying that in comparison to Black women, Black men may not be “working really hard 
to better themselves and get educated and get great jobs.” Also, she seemed to be 
surprised that Black men could be “intimated by successful Black women.” Firefly 
expressed that even though she may not be able to relate to how and why Black men 
could feel “intimated,” she uttered that she was “not going to say [that their concern 
was] not valid.” She added:    
Firefly: I feel like for women, we’re more concerned with just wanting to 
be loved, so I really don’t think that that really occurred to us for the 
longest time. Like, oh, me being successful somehow means that you have 
to be less than? It goes back to, I think, men struggle with insecurity. We 
all have insecurity. But I think their insecurity kind of is more like 
insecurity in their lack of ability to lead or to be a good leader or to be a 
provider for the family, while we as women tend to struggle with 
insecurity in the like, oh, maybe I’m not X enough, maybe I’m not pretty 
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enough, maybe I’m not smart enough, maybe I’m not enough for him, 
whatever that means. So it’s all insecurity, but it just kind of looks a little 
different… 
Like Isabelle and Roxanne, Firefly seemed to be saying that “making more money 
or having more education” may not matter to Black women because to her “women are 
more concerned with just wanting to be loved.” For this reason, she felt that “for the 
longest time, it really did not occur to [women]” that men could feel that “[Black 
women] being successful somehow means that [Black men] have to be less than.” Firefly 
felt that men and women struggled with insecurities with not being “X enough.” She 
seemed to believe that men’s insecurity was connected to their fear of “lack of ability to 
be a provider for the family or be a good leader.” From Firefly’s assertions, it appeared 
that it was possible that Black men did not desire for their Black women to be successful 
or that they were “intimated by successful Black women.” It seemed that Black men 
might be concerned that their female partners may “look down” on them or think of them 
as “less than” because they did not “make more money or have more educated,” which 
to them probably meant that as Black males, they were not “good enough [as] provider 
or leader.” Essentially, it appeared that both Black men and women might feel that they 
were “not X enough” or “enough” for each other in some ways or another. Similarly, 
Jane expressed that she believed “Black men [were] intimated by powerful Black 
women.” However, she felt that it was “maybe more so a couple of years ago and not as 
much now,” because she sensed that “they want their Black woman to succeed.” 
Jane: [Black men are intimated] by powerful Black women, I think they 
are. Maybe more so a couple of years ago and not as much now, because I 
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feel like they want their Black women to succeed, but they’re just realizing 
that once they do, it’s almost I feel like Black men are saying that Black 
women are never pleased. Maybe we are hard to please, but I feel like 
Black women are like, “What else can you do, what else can you do, what 
else can you do because I can do all that for myself now. I can do my hair 
and I can get this car and I can buy my own house, so now what else can 
you do?” Instead of saying what can we do together, we’re still against 
each other.  
Jane felt that it was not that Black men did not want their women to succeed, but 
that perhaps they had a sense that Black women may not be comfortable or “pleased” 
with the reality that they as women made more financially and had higher education than 
their male partners. Lauren seemed to be in agreement with Jane’s interpretation that 
Black women may not be “pleased” with being placed in the position of making more 
financially and being more educated. In her expression, she referred to not only finances 
but also employment imbalance between Black men and women. She asserted: 
Lauren:  I don’t think they [Black men and women] want to be in a 
position to have to be all about self, I just think it’s a hard reality that we 
have to face and I think the frustrations for Black men not being able to be 
employed, or at least gainfully employed in the manner that’s going to 
allow them to take care of – if they have children or if they have a family. I 
think it frustrates them and it frustrates Black women because they want 
their men to be able to provide for them. I don’t think Black women want 
to be the ones being the sole breadwinners. I don’t think they really do. I 
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think they want to be able to know that their man can take care of 
everything that they need and their children need. But now they’re forced 
into a position where they have to work because they’re able to get a job 
and their man may not be. Then that builds frustrations.  
Lauren felt that Black men and women had “to face a hard reality” in which she 
sensed that Black men were frustrated for “not being able to be employed, or at least 
gainfully employed in the manner that’s going to allow them to take care of their children 
and family.” She articulated that not only did she think that Black men were frustrated. 
She sensed Black women could be frustrated as well and expressed: “It frustrates Black 
women because they want their men to be able to provide for them.” Lauren seemed to 
believe that Black women’s frustration was not only connected to desire to have their 
men “be able to provide for them” but also because she “[didn’t] think Black women 
[wanted] to be the sole breadwinners” either.  
Lauren held the perspective that Black women, like her, did not desire to be “the 
sole breadwinners” in their relationships or “want to be in a position to have to be all 
about self” either. She felt that they wanted “to be able to know that their man can take 
care of everything that they need and their children need.” She seemed to be expressing 
that Black women probably felt that they did not have a choice of being “the sole 
breadwinners” in their relationships because they were “forced into a position where 
they [had] to work because they [were] able to get a job and their man may not be.” 
From Lauren’s expression, it was also possible that Black women may feel a sense of 
guilt regarding the “hard reality [that] they are able to get a job and their men may not 
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be.” Like other participants, Lauren felt that this “hard reality” “builds frustrations” 
between Black men and women. 
Additionally, Lauren and Jane seemed to be expressing that like men, women may 
have also bought into the notion that as a male in a heterosexual romantic relationship 
“being a good enough partner” was being able to provide financially. Specifically, 
Jane’s expression of “‘what else can you do, what else can you do, what else can you do 
because I can do all that for myself now. I can do my hair and I can get this car and I can 
buy my own house, so now what else can you do?’” If Black women were “making more 
money and are more educated than Black men,” they could feel that they did not need 
Black men to provide financially as partners and in a sense may feel that they were being 
forced “in a position to have to be all about self.” She also seemed to be expressing that 
Black women felt that they did not need Black men as partners because they could 
provide for themselves financially. Sara expressed a similar sentiment indicating that the 
men she dated “could not be an equal to [her] on paper” and for this reason, she felt that 
“if [the relationship] doesn’t work, it’s okay anyway because they weren’t doing 
anything for me.”    
Sara: Because none of these men when you look at what I look like on 
paper and what they look like on paper could kind of be an equal to me, so 
I think in the back of my mind I’ve always been driven by, you know what? 
If it doesn’t work out, it’s okay anyway because they weren’t doing 
anything for me.     
Interviewer: So you feel like you can take care of yourself financially.      
Sara: Yes.  
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Interviewer: Financially you feel protected by yourself, but maybe 
emotionally and maybe physically you feel like you needed them.      
Sara: Yes. Yep, precisely.   
If Black women were not “pleased” with the reality of “making more money or 
being more educated,” this may translate relationally into the view that “being a good 
enough partner” meant being able to provide financially. If Black women felt that they 
made “more money and [were] more educated nowadays” compared to Black men, 
women could feel that they did not need men as romantic partners. In turn, Black men 
may feel “oh, she makes X-amount of money, so that means I can’t step to her,” or, “She 
has all these degrees, but I never finished high school so how can I step to her?” Such 
perception and feeling may then generate a sense of intimidation—fear, shame, sadness, 
and concern—that perhaps a potential or current female partner may “look down” on 
them because they were “not good enough” as a financial provider. Additionally, with 
such relational perceptions and emotions, Black men also could feel or experience that 
they were not needed or valued in their relationship with Black women. Big Daddy 
jokingly attested to this fear or concern of being unwanted or devalued in his relationship 
with his current girlfriend Lauren, who was more accomplished educationally and 
professionally than him.  
Big Daddy: She’s extremely ambitious. She’s not that female whose life 
revolves around her guy. I remember the day I called her and told her, 
“Yeah my partner and I just bought a triplex.” She was like, “Oh that’s 
great. Um, I was interviewing for the Director of Admissions for the 
university," and I was like, “Dammit you couldn’t wait to tell me this 
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tomorrow?” But it was dope because it was like, wow, like I’m all about 
somebody who has their own life. 
I think the perfect relationship is the male who has his own life, the female 
who has her own life, and they have a life together.  
Interviewer: When you told her what you did and she said what she did or 
what she just got and you said, “You couldn’t have waited until 
tomorrow,” what was that about? 
Big Daddy: Oh well I was just joking. I’m a smart ass, so I was just joking. 
But then again, they say there’s a little truth behind every joke. 
Interviewer: Right. 
Big Daddy: I’m not going to lie, it’s going to take some getting used to 
because I’ve females that were doing stuff with their lives before, but 
maybe not to this extent. And jokingly, I said to myself, we’re going to 
have to define nights whereas, this night we’re going to talk about 
everything you’re doing. The next night we’re going to talk about 
everything I’m doing; something like that, so we both feel valued and so 
we both have time to express everything that we’re doing.” 
Big Daddy expressed that his girlfriend was “extremely ambitious.” He illustrated 
an occurrence between the two of them that seemed to make him feel that maybe his 
career accomplishment was not “up to par” or on “equal level” with that of Lauren. Big 
Daddy narrated how he called Lauren one day to inform her “yeah my partner and I just 
bought a triplex.” Without hesitation, she validated him and then launched into her own 
good news, saying “oh that’s great. Um, I was interviewing for the Director of 
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Admissions for the university.” Big Daddy expressed that he jokingly said to her 
“dammit, you couldn’t wait to tell me this tomorrow?” In reflecting on his response to his 
girlfriend, he admitted “oh well I was just joking…But then again, they say there’s a little 
truth behind every joke.” As he examined the “little truth behind [his] joke,” Big Daddy 
confessed, “I’m not going to lie, it’s going to take some getting used to because I’ve 
females that were doing stuff with their lives before, but maybe not to this extent.”  
Big Daddy was connecting with his feeling that he may have felt overwhelmed, 
which to some may seem like a sense of intimidation by the “extent” of his girlfriend’s 
career accomplishments in comparison to the women he dated before, particularly in 
comparison to his own career accomplishments. He admitted that this was “going to take 
some getting used to.” He added, “and jokingly, I said to myself, we’re going to have to 
define nights whereas, this night we’re going to talk about everything you’re doing. The 
next night we’re going to talk about everything I’m doing.”  
By designating nights for each of them to “talk about everything [they were] 
doing,” Big Daddy seemed to be agreeing with Jane and Firefly that Black men, like 
himself, did want “their Black women to succeed.” This also corroborated the assertions 
of most male participants that the quality they liked and appreciated about Black women 
were their “ambition, capability and drive” to be successful. Big Daddy seemed to be 
alluding to Donovan’s fear of not being valued or viewed as significant in the relationship 
by saying “something like that [selected nights], so we both feel valued and so we both 
have time to express everything that we’re doing.” Big Daddy seemed to be aware of his 
own emotions around possible fear and discomfort of his career accomplishments, which 
may be perceived as not being on the same level or to “the extent” of that of his 
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girlfriend’s. His expression: “I’m not going to lie, it’s going to take some getting used to 
because [I haven’t been in relationships with females who were doing stuff with their 
lives to this extent before]…so we both have time to express everything that we’re 
doing…so we both feel valued,” indicated that Big Daddy probably harbored emotions of 
fear, shame, or worry that his contributions to the relationship could be viewed as “less 
than” or undervalued. In addition, he seemed to fear that his girlfriend might feel that he 
did not value her or her accomplishments and contributions. He indicated, “I think the 
perfect relationship is the male who has his own life, the female who has her own life, 
and they have a life together.” In this statement, Big Daddy seemed to agree with Jane 
that he desired for his girlfriend to succeed in her life. And at the same time he also 
expressed a desire to be valued in the relationship by supporting each other’s 
accomplishments when he said “we [can] do [this] together, [instead of being] against 
each other.” 
Structural Descriptions of Social-structural Context of the theme of Attitudes 
about income, employment, and educational imbalance and subtheme of Relational 
meanings of income, employment, and educational imbalance on relationships: The life 
world represented within this were lived body, lived space, lived time and lived relations 
to others. 
Within the lived space, lived body, and lived time contexts of coupling 
experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and women, participants 
overwhelmingly articulated that coupling was stressful within a context where 
employment, economic status, and educational attainment between Black men and 
women were disproportionate. Particularly, they expressed that these disparities hindered 
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romantic bonds and relationships. They reflected on the interpersonal and relational 
meanings Black men and women made of the “hard reality” that Black women had 
“higher education, are employed faster or have more gainful employment, possibly make 
more money than Black men and are often chosen over Black men in corporate 
America—White America because they are seen as less of a threat.”  
“…working in corporate America, it’s stressful to be chosen or not chosen 
or overlooked. So there’s a great deal of stress involved with being a part 
of a culture that is looked down upon…So there are opportunities missed; 
you’re dealing with a lot of disappointment associated with your finances; 
it’s just stressful…Sometimes in the workplace, Black women are not seen 
as threats, but Black men are. So you may have Black women who can 
move forward and make more money, not necessarily because anyone’s 
smarter, but just because there’s more of a threat.” 
“A lot of Black men are seen as a threat by their sheer existence. 
Obviously, it’s completely unfair and his pay – the disparity of pay has 
gone back since slavery time where Black women were able to get jobs 
earlier. Well not earlier, but just able to get jobs…” 
“…economically, I think economic issues like high unemployment rates 
and I think because the ratio is so high with Black women that have 
degrees, that have some form of higher education they’re able to become 
employed faster. Especially with so many Black men having some type of 
criminal record, it makes it even harder for them to find work.” 
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Within their lived time, participants reflected that “the disparit[ies]” of income 
and employment between Black men and women went “back since slavery time, where 
women were able to get jobs” and men were not. One participant seemed to believe that 
the reason for these “disparit[ies]” was because “a lot of Black men are seen as a threat 
by their sheer existence.” Participants indicated that the male bodies of Black men were 
viewed as a threat and female bodies were viewed as less of a threat. To participants, this 
perception seemed to impact the imbalance in employment and income between Black 
men and women within the workforce, particularly in corporate America—White 
America. One participant seemed to believe that Black women were “chosen” and Black 
men were “overlooked,” thus creating a situation in which “Black women who [could] 
move forward and make more money, not necessarily because anyone’s smarter, but just 
because there [was] more of a threat.”  
This participant seemed to be saying that both the lived bodies of Black men and 
women were viewed as a threat in society, particularly in the workplace. At the same 
time, male bodies seemed to be viewed as “more of a threat.” Both men and women 
seemed to be experiencing this disparity not only in their coupling relationships but also 
in their professional, educational and financial lives within the lived space of White 
dominated society. Their bodies belonged to “a part of a culture that [was] looked down 
upon” in society.  As a result, participants felt Black men and women within this lived 
space were devalued, invalidated, and “look down upon.” They had “missed 
opportunities [within the labor force], a lot of disappointment associated with [one’s] 
finances, high unemployment and underemployment rates,” which created relational 
stress and rifts between Black men and women.  
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“…a lot of men take pride in their finances. Some are okay with women 
making more; some are not. And so the ones where it’s not it’s become a 
rift in the relationship; a rift in conversation; a rift in a whole lot of things 
including confidence.”  
Within the context of lived relations to others, the imbalance in employment, 
income, and education between Black men and women made participants feel 
overlooked, not being chosen, looked down upon, not accepted, and devalued in society 
and in the labor force. These experiences tend to breed emotions of worthlessness, 
invalidation, discouragement, disappointment, hopelessness, and powerlessness in their 
individual lives. From participants’ narratives, it appeared that such personal emotional 
wounds generated interpersonal stressors of “rift in relationship, conversation, and 
confidence” within Black male-female romantic relationships, particularly for Black 
males. 
The imbalance of income, employment, and educational levels between Black 
men and women appeared to cause a sense of frustration and sadness regarding the “hard 
reality” that Black women were “employed faster, [made] more money, and [had] 
higher education” than Black men. According to participants, it seemed that such 
feelings of frustration and sadness may have created coupling experiences and 
relationships in which it made “it harder for [Black men and women] to relate, be on one 
accord and further [divided us].” Black women are compelled to “be about [their] 
business” or perceive Black men as being intimated by their successes. Black men feel 
Black women look down on them or think they are “better than them.”      
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“My last girlfriend made considerably more money than I did. I took that 
to try to improve my situation, not competitively, but because it was more 
like I don’t want her to look down on me because I lost my job…” 
“…nowadays it definitely seems like a lot of Black women are working 
really hard to better themselves and get educated and get great jobs. Men 
can be intimidated by that.”  
According to participants’ lived experiences, it seemed that both Black men and 
women may feel and share a sense of discouragement and disappointment around the 
“hard reality” that Black women made more financially, were often chosen over Black 
men within the labor force and had more education. Black men may feel sad, frustrated 
and hurt because they have “a shared trials and tribulations” with Black women or are 
“in the same boat” of being “part of a culture that is looked down upon and most 
oppressed” in society, yet Black women are perceived to be given more opportunities in 
society, particularly within the labor force. It is also possible that Black women feel sad, 
frustrated, hurt, and perhaps even guilty that they are often chosen and given more 
opportunities than Black men. This may generate relational dynamic in which Black 
women may feel that they have to “overcompensate” in romantic relationships with 
Black men to manage these emotional difficulties.     
“I don’t think they [Black men and women] want to be in a position to 
have to be all about self, I just think it’s a hard reality that we have to face 
and I think the frustrations for Black men not being able to be employed, 
or at least gainfully employed in the manner that’s going to allow them to 
take care of – if they have children or if they have a family. I think it 
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frustrates them and it frustrates Black women because they want their men 
to be able to provide for them. I don’t think Black women want to be the 
ones being the sole breadwinners. I don’t think they really do. I think they 
want to be able to know that their man can take care of everything that 
they need and their children need. But now they’re forced into a position 
where they have to work because they’re able to get a job and their man 
may not be. Then that builds frustrations.” 
To cope with the feelings of frustration, sadness, guilt, and hurt, never married 
Black women may resort to lecturing, being critical, and withdrawing from Black men. 
They may defend their ability to do what they can do for themselves without the help of 
men. This could create relational dynamics and coupling experiences in which never 
married Black men felt defensive and devalued; they could withdraw emotionally and 
take an accusatory stance as well, becoming critical of Black women as being “ never 
pleased,” and think that “[they are] better than [them].” 
“[Black men are intimated] by powerful Black women, I think they are. 
Maybe more so a couple of years ago and not as much now, because I feel 
like they want their Black women to succeed, but they’re just realizing that 
once they do, it’s almost I feel like Black men are saying that Black 
women are never pleased. Maybe we are hard to please, but I feel like 
Black women are like, “What else can you do, what else can you do, what 
else can you do because I can do all that for myself now. I can do my hair 
and I can get this car and I can buy my own house, so now what else can 
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you do?” Instead of saying what can we do together, we’re still against 
each other.” 
Within context of lived relations to others, it is possible that Black men probably 
felt left out, discounted, insignificant, disposable, or “not good enough” as providers. 
These emotional struggles could force Black men and women to “go about their 
business” while feeling “not support[ed].” Black women and men are forced to work 
independently of each other, not relying on each other for support, which further 
diminished their ability to work and be together interdependently. The relational dynamic 
of being left out or discounted probably made most Black men resentful of Black women 
because they felt that “Black women [were] about their business” and did not include 
them in the relational arrangement.  
Black women are probably experiencing similar emotions of resentment, feeling 
that Black men are not actively participating in the relational arrangement. According to 
one participant, “A lot of times, over the economic issues, things like money, employment 
and that type of thing further divides [men and women in relationships].” This division 
then further reinforced the belief and “stigma attached” to Black male-female 
relationships that men and women were not able to work together, thus diminishing their 
abilities to be interdependent with each other as romantic partners. 
“Yeah it [employment issues] does [makes it hard to be a team]. It almost 
makes you feel like you’re forced into a position to have to be all about 
self. I really don’t think that Black men and women want to be like that. I 
don’t… I think we’re upset about the economy and the issues that are 
happening in society overall, but I think that we’re directing the 
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frustrations towards each other unfairly. That’s why I say, I don’t think 
they really want to be upset with each other, but when you look around it’s 
like, “Well who am I going to be mad at? Well, I’m going to be mad at you 
because you’re here.” I think that’s what it is.” 
A critical finding within this theme and subtheme was that the imbalance of 
employment, income, and education between Black men and women caused never 
married Black men and women to work independently and they viewed each other as 
“against one another” within their coupling contexts. One participant stated, “It almost 
makes you feel like you’re forced into a position to have to be all about self.” She 
indicated that this seemed to be a “hard reality” Black men and women had to face 
because it seemed to be out of their control. This reality was not just for those who were 
unemployed but also for those Black men who were not “gainfully employed.” She 
indicated that she did not “think that Black men and women want to be…all about self,” 
– work independently of each other.  
There seemed to be a strong sentiment from participants that Black men and 
women want to work together and complement each other, however, this seemed to be 
very difficult for Black men and women. Participants overwhelmingly supported the 
notion of a “power couple” and “positive quality relationships” such as the “Obama’s,” 
in which couples worked together as “a partner-a team” lovingly and harmoniously. The 
socio-structural factors that forced Black men and women to work independently may 
“frustrate” both Black women and men. Frustration, sadness, guilt, or even shame of not 
being able to work interdependently or measure up to the standard of whiteness around 
gender roles with respect to employment may cause Black men and women to project 
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negative emotions on each other – “directing the frustrations towards each other 
unfairly.”  
Societal and Self-induced Pressure 
In describing the influences of employment and income on their experiences of 
cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationships with Black women, most 
male participants noted the importance of embodying the provider role as a man in 
heterosexual romantic relationships. Big Daddy expressed how taking on the provider 
role was “a societal pressure and self-induced pressure” that Black men placed on 
themselves. 
Big Daddy: I feel like it’s societal pressure and I feel like it’s self-induced 
pressure. And rightfully so…If I’m the man, my job is to make sure my 
wife is taken care of, and to make sure the kids are taken care of. That’s 
my job. Anyone who doesn’t believe so is not a man, I’m sorry. Any guy 
who doesn’t take care of his family; you can never call yourself a man. I 
can’t do that, and that’s why I don’t have any kids. I’m not going to sit 
there in front of some judge and let some White man tell me how to raise 
my family, when I can see my kids, and how much I’m contributing 
financially. Like, we’re a family.  
Big Daddy explained that the “societal pressure and self-induced pressure” for 
men to take on the provider role in Black male-female relationship is “rightfully so, 
because if [he’s] the man, [he wants] to make sure [he] can provide.” He proclaimed, “if 
I’m the man, my job is to make sure my wife is taken care of, and to make sure the kids 
are taken care of.” Thus, Big Daddy felt that his “rightful job” as “the man is to make 
sure that [he] take care of [his] wife and kids.” He went further by articulating that 
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“anyone who doesn’t believe so [that the job of the man in relationship is to take care of 
his wife and kids] is not a man.” He expressed that he “can’t do that [not] take care of 
his family [and then] call [himself] a man.” He explained that this was the reason why he 
“[doesn’t] have any kids.” Big Daddy seemed to be indicating that because he believed 
that the “rightful job” of a man was “take care of his wife and kids” financially, he did 
not have any children. He seemed to be explaining that the “self-induced pressure” was 
the personal belief he held that the “rightful job” of a man was to provide financially for 
his family.  
Additionally, Big Daddy seemed to be expressing that the “societal pressure” of 
taking on the role of being a Black male who took “care of his wife and kids” financially 
was connected his second assertion for the reason why he “[didn’t] have any kids.” He 
expressed, “I’m not going to sit there in front of some judge and let some White man tell 
me how to raise my family, when I can see my kids, and how much I’m contributing 
financially.” It seemed that Big Daddy may be concerned with the societal pressure of 
what it meant as a Black man to not perform his “rightful job” to “take care of his wife 
and kids” financially. He seemed to be inferring that the “societal pressure” was for him 
to take on his “rightful job” as a Black man who was able to “take care of his wife and 
kids” financially and be “a family” without the involvement of the justice system 
represented by “White men.” Big Daddy’s awareness of this “societal pressure” may be 
a fear of not wanting to embody the societal “stigma attached” to Black men, Black 
male-female romantic relationships, and Black families. The societal “stigma attached” 
to Black men in society is one of being “absent, uninvolved financially, emotional and 
physically” in the lives of their children and family. The societal “stigma attached” to 
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Black male-female romantic relationships is one of being “unstable, adversarial, and 
short-term” and the stigma attached to Black families is one of being “fragile and 
broken.”  
Unlike Big Daddy, KB explicitly identified a fear in highlighting the “self-
induced pressure and societal pressure” associated with demonstrating the “rightful job” 
as a man to “take care of his wife and kids.” He expressed, 
KB: Yeah, the fear…I think partly male and partly my background 
because I’ve always been independent. I’ve always been independent, but 
now I’m at the point where in thinking about marriage it’s not just me. I 
could be independent, and I could squander away some money with a bad 
decision; but knowing that my bad decisions can affect other people, my 
girlfriend and our little dog, it has a lot more pressure. So I don’t think 
it’s just the fact that society says males play these provider roles and these 
strong Black man roles, but also my independent upbringing and wanting 
to be the one that people can rely on. 
KB felt that there was a fear connected to embodying the provider role, 
particularly in relation to him being “at the point where thinking about marriage it’s not 
just [about him].” He articulated, “I could be independent, and I could squander away 
some money with a bad decision; but knowing that my bad decisions can affect other 
people, my girlfriend and our little dog, it has a lot more pressure.” KB seemed to feel 
that having other people dependent on him financially as the man in his relationship with 
his girlfriend and their little dog, generated “a lot more pressure.” He seemed to be 
indicating that this pressure “[was not] just the fact that society say males play these 
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provider roles and these strong Black man roles,” but also because of his own 
independent upbringing and desire “to be the one that people can rely on.” Like Big 
Daddy, KB seemed to feel that the pressure to demonstrate the provider role as a Black 
man was both “self-induced and societal.” Similarly, Donovan agreed with Big Daddy 
and Kobe Bryant. 
Donovan: My second relationship…as far as economically, she was 
making a lot more money that I was. She owned property. She had her 
own business. She was doing a lot of things. She was very busy…At the 
time, I had my job. I was making a very decent salary… but I realized I 
wasn’t even in her economic stratosphere, so I made it a point to grow. I 
started making money a bigger priority and I did. I made more money, but 
then I lost my job and then it was just a constant – I felt just so little 
because I’d never, not had a job before. At that point, I had never gone to 
a job interview and not got the job. So I would go to job interviews and 
not get called back…And so basically, as the months wore on, I became 
very self-conscious in the relationship because I’m like I need to make 
more money. I need to be financially secure.  
Interviewer: Why do you feel like you have to do that?      
Donovan: I guess I did not want to be second fiddle…I didn’t want to be 
supported by her.  
Interviewer: And why is that?  
Donovan: Well I do have very traditional beliefs…I believe that the man 
should be able to support the relationship and the family – men should be 
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able to support the family. Having a second income would be great, but if 
there wasn’t a second income, I believe that the man should be able to pay 
the bills and… 
Donovan expressed how he felt “so little and … very self-conscious” in his 
relationship with his ex-girlfriend after he lost his job. He felt that he “needed to be 
financially secure” in the relationship because he “did not want to be second fiddle or be 
supported” financially by his former girlfriend. In articulating the reason why he “didn’t 
want to be supported by her” he asserted “well I do have very traditional beliefs…I 
believe that the man should be able to support the relationship and the family.”  
Fear of not Performing “Provider Role” 
 
Male participants also expressed how fears of not fulfilling the male “provider 
role” influenced their perceptions of cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships with their female partners. Donovan felt that the reason why he did not want 
his ex-girlfriend to support him financially was because he wanted her to “look at [him] 
like an equal.”  
Donovan: I didn’t want it [ex-girlfriend supporting him financially] to be 
an option. I wanted her to look at me like an equal.   
Interviewer: Did she say anything to make you feel like she wasn’t looking 
at you as an equal?      
Donovan: She did. She made reference a lot of times about how her father 
kind of built a sanitation company and he was always able to support – 
they had this big house. She would make references to that and I would 
take it to heart…I think she just had an expectation. I was unemployed for 
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over a year; almost a year and a half and after a while, she was like okay, 
are you looking for jobs? And I was like yes. And so there was a fear there 
that I was the typical Black guy…think there was like a fear that I would 
just be the lazy Black man on the couch…Yeah, she never vocalized it. I 
think I did pick up on the fear?     
Donovan sensed that because he was unemployed and his ex-girlfriend made 
several references to her father’s ability to provide and support his family sufficiently, he 
“pick[ed] up” on a fear that she thought that he “would just be the ‘typical’ lazy Black 
man on the couch.” Donovan expressed that this was a fear that his ex-girlfriend “never 
vocalized” but one that he “pick[ed] up.” It may be possible that Donovan himself also 
had this fear of becoming the “the ‘typical’ lazy Black man” who was unable to perform 
his “rightful job” of being sole financial provider in the relationship. Donovan articulated 
that this fear became a point of contention in his former relationship in that it “pretty 
much [was] the reason we ended up breaking up because of mistrust issue.” He felt that 
his ex-girlfriend “never really fully trusted” him to gain employment and contribute 
financially in the relationship. KB expressed how this fear influenced his readiness for 
marriage. 
KB: You know, I think the fear, for me, is because, again, I really respect 
the institution of marriage and I don’t want to have to go through it again. 
You never really know if someone that you’re settling down with is going 
to last for that. Also I’m someone that’s been very independent, and I’m 
still on a path to achieving my goals. Just in making sure that I can 
achieve those to provide for my family is a fear.  
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So I think those two things: always having that doubt that this isn’t going 
to work and we may have to end this even though I don’t want to. Then 
just making sure that I can be the provider that I want to be because I’m at 
the stage where I’m still on the path to trying to become stable financially 
and in all other aspects.  
KB felt that because he “really respects the institution of marriage and [doesn’t] 
want to have to go through it again,” he desired to “make sure that he can achieve [his 
career goals] in order to provide for [his] family.” He expressed, “I’m just on a path to 
achieving my goals. Just in making sure that I can achieve those to provide for my family 
is a fear.” Providing financially for his family seemed to be a fear for KB. By uttering 
“[I’m] just making sure that I can be the provider that I want to be because I’m at the 
stage where I’m still on the path to trying to become stable financially and in all 
aspects,” he seemed to be asserting that financial stability was critical to the success of 
his marriage. He expressed a fear that perhaps the marriage would not work, even if he 
desired for “it not to end.” KB’s association of the success of his future marriage with his 
fear of being able to provide for his family financially aligned with DL’s proclamation 
that he was not “financially ready” to marry his current girlfriend.  
DL: I was like, “Yeah, I’m serious, I’m going to marry this girl. I’m going 
to marry her.” I really meant it too, I really meant it and I still do. I really 
hope, God’s will, that I can marry her one day. 
Interviewer: What’s stopping you now? 
DL: I’m not ready to get married. I need to build a home with her, I need 
to provide a place for her and we need to build a life with each other, 
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honestly…Financially, I’m not ready. We probably could make it work 
but I’m not ready to do that. 
Structural Descriptions of Social-structural Context of the theme of Societal and 
self-induced pressure and subtheme of Fear of not performing “provider role”: The life 
worlds represented within this category were lived body, lived space, and lived time.  
Within the contexts of lived body and lived time, most male participants expressed a 
strong desire to perform the provider role in their romantic relationships with Black 
women. The narratives of these participants exhibited emotions of fear and pride in being 
able to provide for their future “wife and children as well as current girlfriend and little 
dog.” Participants expressed that embodying the provider role was “a societal pressure 
and self-induced pressure.”  
In the context of lived space of society, participants appeared to articulate that the 
“societal pressure” could be related to the fear of being viewed from the societal racial 
stereotypes of “the lazy Black man on the couch,” or the Black man who does not take 
care of his family financially without the oversight of the court system.” Effort to 
distance one’s self from these societal racial stereotypes may generate personal anxiety, 
the need to adequately prepare and be equipped as a provider for Black males. Within the 
lived space of society, never married Black men may also have a sense of shame around 
being associated to such societal racial stereotypes of Black males. Within the lived space 
of their past, current and future romantic relationships with Black women, male 
participants shared a sense of fear around not being able to provide for their family, being 
viewed as not equal in their relationship, and not being financially ready to get married.   
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“I’m still on a path to achieving my goals. Just in making sure that I can 
achieve those to provide for my family is a fear.”  
“…honestly…Financially, I’m not ready.” 
“I feel like it’s societal pressure and I feel like it’s self-induced pressure. 
And rightfully so, because if I’m the man I want to make sure I can 
provide…If I’m the man, my job is to make sure my wife is taken care of, 
and to make sure the kids are taken care of. That’s my job… Any guy who 
doesn’t take care of his family; you can never call yourself a man. I can’t 
do that, and that’s why I don’t have any kids. I’m not going to sit there in 
front of some judge and let some White man tell me how to raise my 
family, when I can see my kids, and how much I’m contributing 
financially. Like, we’re a family.” 
Within their lived bodies and lived spaces, male participants also shared a 
dominant sense of pride in being able to provide for their future family financially, 
perform “the rightful job of the man” by supporting their relationships and families, 
having their families rely on them, and making sure that they effectively maintained and 
protected a stable family structure that included them as an active member. This sense of 
pride seemed to indicate the “self-induced pressure” that Black men placed on 
themselves to adequately embody the “provider role” in their romantic relationships. 
Particularly, this sense of pride seemed to be connected to making sure that they were 
“ready” personally, professionally, financially, and relationally for marriage to “take 
care of [their] families financially” and “be a family.” It is also possible that along with 
this sense of pride, there was “self-induced pressure” to defy the societal racial 
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stereotype of “the typical lazy Black man who does not provide financially for his 
family” or the “stigma attached to Black male-female romantic relationships that they 
don’t last or work.” Additionally, it is probable that the emotions of fear, sense of pride, 
shame and responsibility attached to the “societal pressure and self-induced pressure” of 
adequately achieving the “provider role” may influence never married heterosexual 
Black males’ readiness for marriage or long-term stable relationships with Black women.  
Synthesis of category 2: “Attitudes about the influences of socio-historical, socio-
cultural and socio-structural factors on coupling experiences.” 
The two core themes that emerged from this second category regarding the 
attitudes of never married heterosexual Black men and women about the influences of 
socio-historical, socio-cultural, and socio-structural factors on their experiences to 
cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships were: 
1. Using the invisible imposition of whiteness within coupling context and 
experiences   
2. Having a sense of shame and unworthiness within coupling context and 
experiences 
There was an overwhelming feeling among participants that blackness was 
“looked down upon,” considered as “less than, abnormal or not good enough” and was 
attached to negative stereotypes. Whiteness was considered “normal, acceptable, better 
than, good enough” and attached to positive stereotypes. A dominant interpretation from 
participants’ descriptions on the influences of socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-
structural factors on their coupling experiences was that these factors impacted never 
married Black men and women’s perceptions, engagement, interaction, and emotional 
attachment to each other as romantic partners. 
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Just like their ancestors during slavery, participants felt that to survive the 
imposition of whiteness on their lives and “try to make it in society,” they had to “put on 
a façade” or remain silent about the trauma, pain and sorrow they experienced regarding 
the detrimental effects of the imposition of whiteness on their psyche and relationships. 
For these reasons, participants shared a sense that never married heterosexual Black men 
and women may mentally and emotionally distance themselves from each other because 
of the ways in which the imposition of whiteness, the residual effects of slavery, 
internalized racial stereotypes, and racism negatively impacted their coupling processes 
and romantic experiences with each other.  
From this category, there was a dominant sense that never married Black men and 
women appeared to be judging the content of character of potential and current romantic 
partner based on the constant imposition of whiteness. Participants felt that there was an 
overwhelming sense that the coupling context and experiences of never married 
heterosexual Black men and women was filled with evaluating potential and current 
romantic mate from the parameter of whiteness seen as “normal, better than, 
marriageable, acceptable and good.” They saw blackness as “less than, abnormal, 
attached to negative stereotypes and not good enough.” The overwhelming majority of 
participants felt that “for so long society [had] kind of dictated the roles that we play in 
this country…that picture is constantly evolving.” Participants expressed that these roles, 
labels or stereotypes imposed on them by White society had “evolved” in the sense that 
Black men and women have now internalized them. They interpreted qualities that 
appeared to resemble whiteness as more desirable and considered positive and those 
qualities that resembled blackness as less desirable and considered negative in a potential 
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romantic mate. There was a dominant sense that never married Black men and women’s 
internalization of these imposed racial stereotypes, roles, or labels generated coupling 
processes and experiences in which men and women “put each other in a predetermined 
racialized stereotyped box” and assessed each other’s character based on these imposed 
racialized stereotypes. 
From participants’ experiences, it appeared that the dynamics of cultivating and 
maintaining romantic relationships within the context of such a “predetermined 
racialized stereotyped box” bred coupling experiences in which Black men and women 
projected these internalized stereotypes on each other and harshly scrutinized each other 
based on them. From participants’ narratives, it appeared that Black men and women may 
be evaluating romantic partners based on whether the potential partner fit or measured up 
to the standards of whiteness or blackness. Additionally participants overwhelmingly felt 
that the expectations or preferences that Black men and women had of each other as 
romantic partners may be based on White societal imposed internalized stereotypes of 
Black men and women. The process of “taking stereotypes seriously” seemed to 
materialize into “bidirectional internalized racial stereotypes” and resulted in “checking 
off the racial stereotype/assumption list.” Participants expressed a collective sense that 
this process prevented Black men and women from knowing the authentic self of 
potential romantic mates.  
For these reasons, participants overwhelmingly believed that Black male-female 
intimate romantic relationships were “not reaching [their] full potential…not surviving 
and ending prematurely” because of the imposition of whiteness, which consisted of 
internalized negative stereotypes attached to blackness and positive stereotypes attached 
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to whiteness. Participants felt that the socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural 
factors related to the imposition of whiteness, residual effects of slavery, negative 
stereotypes attached to blackness, and racism gravely influence Black male-female 
romantic relationships in ways that did not impact other racial groups’ coupling 
processes. One participant noted: “I think those concerns about labels and how society 
portrays you are a lot less of an issue for Whites or non-Black people.”  
The imposition of whiteness, the residual effects of slavery, internalized racial 
stereotypes, the rarity of positive quality and prevalence of negative quality Black male-
female romantic relationships, and the effects of explicit and implicit racism all affected 
the way participants viewed their relationships and participated in their coupling 
processes. They felt that they were “not good enough or not deserving of each other” as 
romantic partners. Participants felt that the “stigma attached” to Black male-female 
romantic relationships caused them to think, “these relationships don’t work, don’t last, 
Black men don’t want to get married, Black men and women don’t want relationships or 
they can’t make their relationship work.” Altogether, these factors created a coupling 
situation in which never married Black men and women were more critical of each other 
as romantic partners.  
From their descriptions and interpretations, participants collectively seemed to 
express emotions of frustration, sadness, shame, disappointment, and discouragement 
regarding the “stigma attached” to these relationships. It appeared that experiences and 
perceptions of the “stigma attached” to these relationships made never married Black 
men and women skeptical, mistrustful, and apprehensive of each other as romantic 
partners. It seemed that never married Black men and women may feel that cultivating 
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and maintaining Black male-female romantic relationships was a “waste of time.” They 
may feel a need to protect or guard themselves emotionally and time wise within their 
coupling contexts. 
From participants’ narratives there also seemed to be an overwhelming fear that 
potential romantic partners or current mates may perceive them as “not good enough,” 
“less than,” or “better than.” They feared rejection as a result of embodying a negative 
stereotype of a Black man or Black woman or not measuring up to whiteness. Black men 
and women may feel disposable and not valued within their coupling experiences with 
each other. These emotions generated relational tensions and alienation. Within their 
coupling contexts and processes, it seemed that never married heterosexual Black men 
and women humiliated, devalued, blamed, and shamed each other based on the assaults 
of socio-historical, socio-cultural, and socio-structural factors.  
General Themes for Category 3: Desirability for marriage and/or secure intimate 
romantic relationship  
1.  “Don’t want to rush into marriage” 
a. “Don’t want a divorce”  
b. Sense of Obligation  
Textural Descriptions: In this category, the overwhelming majority of 
participants expressed a desire for marriage. Particularly, participants emphasized the 
importance of marriage to Black communities and their own personal decision to be 
married at the “right time…to the right person” to mitigate the chance of divorce.  
“Don’t want to rush into marriage” 
Most participants articulated that they desired to be married and indicated a 
conscious decision for marriage that would not end in a divorce. Star spoke to “the idea 
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[of] getting married being on her mind lately.” She expressed that she desired to be 
married but felt that she was not “financially ready” and specifically indicated that she 
wanted to be “sure about [her] partner.” 
Star: The idea of getting married has been on my mind lately. And I think I 
would like to get married, but I think I want to wait until I’m financially 
ready. And I’m going to make sure that I’m sure about my partner. So it’s 
not going to be something that I rush into, but it’s of growing importance 
to me. And I don’t want to have kids if I’m not married because I refuse to 
be a baby mama. 
Interviewer: Well why is that? 
Star: Because I think it’s so stereotypical of Black people to be a baby 
mama, and I think that my kids deserve more than that. To be a product of 
a baby mama and you know – I want a partner to be there to help with – 
because I think it should be a two person job. It’s still important to me 
even though I realize I’m making my choices based off of what the 
stereotype is for Black people. But still, I still don’t want to be a 
stereotype. Most people don’t want to be a stereotype.  
In desiring marriage, Star felt that she wanted to be certain about her partner and 
her financial stability because marriage “[was] not going to be something that [she 
would] rush into.” She also expressed that she did not want to have children without 
being married. She expressed, “I refuse to be a baby mama.” She added that she desired 
to have a partner within the context of marriage to raise their children because she did not 
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want to be a stereotype of “a baby mama.” Like Star, Donovan, expressed his desire for 
marriage and the decision not to “rush” into it.  
Donovan: It’s always been my desire to have a family you know; Little DJ; 
little Donovan Jr….it’s always been a strong desire of mine. Initially, I 
thought I was going to be married by like 23. I thought I was going to start 
having kids by 28. I had it all mapped out. 23 came and went. 28 came 
and went. And so now I mean I’m not in a rush because the only thing 
worse than not having a family is having a family with the wrong person 
because that’s not going to be good. Because of my beliefs, divorce is not 
an option.     
He indicated that he thought he would be married by the age of 23 and “start 
having kids by 28.” He asserted that he “now” realized that he “is not in a rush because 
the only thing worse than not having a family is having a family with the wrong person.” 
He felt that being married to the “wrong [partner]” because he desired to be married and 
have a family would not be a “good” situation. Similar to Star, Donovan seemed to be 
articulating the significance of being certain or making a conscious decision about his 
marital partner and not “rush” into marriage just because he desired it.  
In addition to their conscious decision not to “rush” into marriage, most 
participants articulated that “divorce [was] not an option.” Lauren expressed this 
sentiment as she expressed her desire for marriage and her conscious decision not to 
“rush into it.”  
Lauren: Like I told Big Daddy, I said, “There is no backup plan, so you’re 
going to have to kill me.” So if we get married, I’m really serious about 
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‘til death do us part because I’m just not doing it again. And if we ever got 
divorced, it would be because he wanted to because that’s just how I feel 
is that marriage is forever. 
That’s why I’m not in a rush to rush into it. Because I was engaged at one 
point, right out of undergrad. The guy that I went on to date, because Big 
Daddy and I were just friends, we got engaged, but I just had this nagging 
feeling that this just was not going to be the one that I married. I broke off 
the engagement and I take marriage very seriously. Like I said, I really do 
believe that once I say, “I do,” that’s it. I want to make sure that, that 
person understands that once you say, “I do,” that’s it. That’s why I’m not 
in a rush to enter into it.  
Lauren expressed that if she and Big Daddy got married, “there is no backup 
plan, so you’re going to have to kill me.” She articulated that she was “really serious 
about ‘til death do us part” of the marriage vows. She seemed to be asserting that she 
took the vows of “marriage very seriously” and did not desire to be divorced. Lauren 
expressed that for this reason she “[was] not in a rush to rush into [marriage].” Like 
Star and Donovan, Lauren’s decision to halt an engagement to a former partner “right out 
of undergrad” highlighted the importance that participants placed on selecting “the right 
partner” for marriage. The conscious awareness to make sure that one selected “the right 
partner” also appeared to have an influence on each participants’ choice “not to rush to 
enter into [marriage]” in spite of an expressed desire for marriage.  
“Don’t want a divorce”  
Zaria expressed that she desires to be married but felt that “it’s going to take a 
long time for [her] to get married if [she] ever get[s] married.” In her expressions of her 
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desire and doubt of being married, Zaria articulated that “when [she] get married [she’s] 
not looking for an end.”   
Zaria: I want long term love - so that's why I'm so much less patient 
because I don't really just want to date anymore. It was cute in my 20s to 
just date, but really I want something long term…So it's kind of like it's 
going to take a long time for me to get married if I ever get married. I 
don't see the point of just being married so it can end. When I get married 
I'm not looking for an end - death is what I want to be the end… I want 
something [marriage] that's going to better me and I'm hoping to better 
the person. 
Like Lauren, Zaria seemed to value the portion of marriage vows that emphasized 
‘til death do us part.” She asserted “death is what I want to be the end” as she expressed 
that she did not “see the point of just being married so it can end.” Even though she 
seemed to believe that “it’s going to take a long time for [her] to get married if [she] 
ever [got] married,” Zaria desired a romantic relationship that is long-term. Although she 
seemed hopeless about her prospect of “ever get[ting] married,” she appeared to be 
definite about her desire for a long-term marriage. Like other participants, Zaria seemed 
to be expressing that she desired a “[marriage] that [was] going to better [her] and [she 
was] hoping to better [her partner]” and for this reason she seemed to be cautious about 
entering into a marriage that might end in divorce. Zaria further explained that she 
“really [wanted] something that [was] long-term and going to better [her] and hoping to 
better [her future partner].” She expressed: 
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Zaria: I think because of all that I've seen. Most of the marriages I see, I 
don't think they're happy. They're just - I don't see the point of them being 
married. They just did it because that's what you do. Okay, you get a job 
and you get married. It's just like what's the point? It's just like you're 
dying within the situation - a piece of you is dying. You're just going 
through the motions, living day by day. That sounds like drudgery, why 
would you want to do that? I don't want to do that. 
Zaria seemed to be waiting to find the right person to marry because she did not 
“see the point in just being married so it can end.” The reason she felt this way was 
because she didn’t think most of the married couples she saw were happy, saying, 
“…You’re just going through the motions, living day by day.”.” Zaria seemed to be 
saying that even though she desired to be married she did not want to just be married and 
be unhappy in the marriage. She expressed that she had witnessed many marriages that 
seemed unhappy and she did not desire to be in a marriage that she described as 
“drudgery.” Zaria said, “It’s going to take a long time for me to get married if I even get 
married.” The experience of seeing mostly unhappy marriages and her discouragement 
of the length of time it would take her to get married was perhaps why she desired “long 
term love” and not looking for an end when [she] [got] married.” Similarly, KB felt that 
even though “a lot of people say ‘I’m not getting divorced,’” he expressed that he “really 
believe [this]” for himself. 
KB: The challenge then becomes when you start talking about marriage 
because I actually value the institution of marriage very much, and I’m 
one of those people where it’s like if I get married, I’m not getting 
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divorced. You know, I think a lot of people say that, but I really believe 
that… marriage isn’t a two time thing for me. 
KB articulated that because he “value[d] the institution of marriage very much,” 
“if [he got] married, [he was] not getting divorced.” Like other participants, he 
emphasized that “marriage isn’t a two time thing for [him].” Big Daddy uttered a similar 
sentiment regarding his intention to enter into a marriage that would not end in divorce. 
He expressed how his experience of his parent’s divorce influenced his conscious 
decision to “make sure that [he] did everything [he] [wanted] to do before [he settled] 
down.”  
Big Daddy: It [the divorce of his parents] crushed me for a while. I was 
seriously depressed for a while. I didn’t really know it but that’s when I 
was like wildin’ out and doing stuff outside of my character and stuff. I 
was trippin’. It was depressing, but I came out of it stronger. I know for a 
fact that I don’t want to put my kids through what I went through, so that’s 
why I made sure that I never, ever had kids outside of being married…I 
wanted to make sure that I did everything I want to do before I settle down 
because I don’t want to put my kids through that, you know what I mean? I 
don’t want to put my kids through a divorce. I don’t want to put my kids 
through having to decide whether they want to stay with their mom or 
their dad, you know what I mean? Like the possibility of splitting up. 
Big Daddy articulated that he did not want a divorce when he got married because 
he did not want to “put [his] kid through a divorce.” It appeared that his parents’ divorce 
had a major effect on his emotional, mental, behavioral, and overall well-being. Big 
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Daddy expressed, “It crushed me for a while. I was seriously depressed for a while. I 
didn’t really know it but that’s when I was like wildin’ out and doing stuff outside of my 
character and stuff. I was trippin’. It was depressing, but I came out of it stronger.” His 
experience with his parent’s divorce appeared to influence Big Daddy’s conscious 
decision in making “sure that [he] never, ever had kids outside of being married…and 
[do] everything [he] want[ed] to do before [he] settle down because [he doesn’t] want to 
put [his] kids through a divorce.”  
In expressing their desire for marriage and not wanting a divorce, most 
participants like Big Daddy, Star, and Donovan desired to raise children within the 
context of marriage. As indicated, the overwhelming majority of participants expressed a 
strong desire for marriage and seemed to view it as “a lifetime commitment.”  
DL: That’s a lifetime commitment, because I’m not getting divorced. A 
lot of people get divorced and they call it quits. I’m not getting divorced. 
Once I get married, I’m getting married and that’s it. I’m spending the 
rest of my life with that person, come hell or high water, we’re doing it for 
the rest of our life. It’s literally going to be forever. I’m not ready to do 
that [marriage] yet. We [him and girlfriend] both have a lot of growing to 
do, individually and we have a lot of growing to do with each other. 
Sense of Obligation  
 
Most participants articulated a sense of obligation in describing their coupling 
experiences. They wanted to get married and enjoy a long-term romantic relationship. 
Sara felt that even though she described Black male-female romantic relationship as 
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being “surrounded by trauma and difficulties with communication,” she still desired to 
be in relationships with a Black man because “it’s worth it in the end.” 
Sara: Because for me it’s [romantic relationship with Black man] worth it 
in the end. That’s where, I guess, that I feel most accepted. Since I was a 
little girl, I’ve always wanted a tall, dark Black man. That’s who I 
envision myself with. If that’s not God’s will, then that’s not God’s will. If 
I’m supposed to be with a White man, a purple man, it doesn’t matter, but 
for right now, that’s kind of how I feel.  
And also, I want to make a change, too. I’ve never been one to kind of go 
with what the majority’s doing or easier option. I want to actually be a 
positive influence. I want to be like a Barack and a – like Mr. and Mrs. 
Obama right here. And, of course, he’s bi-racial and he still chose to go 
with an African-American woman. So I want to do the same type of thing 
and have that positive Black relationship. 
As a Black woman, Sara expressed that her desire for a Black male as a romantic 
partner was “worth it in the end” because of her experience of “feel[ing] most accepted” 
in this relationship as opposed to being in relationship with a White man. She also added 
that the desire to be in a relationship with a Black man was “worth it in the end” because 
she “want[ed] to make a change, too.” In referring to “a change” that she desired to 
make, because “[she had] never been one to kind of go with the majority’s doing or 
easier option.” She proclaimed, “I want to actually be a positive influence.” She cited 
Mr. and Mrs. Obama’s relationship, in terms of Mr. Obama being a bi-racial man and 
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Mrs. Obama being a Black African-American woman, as an example of the “positive 
influence” she wanted to have.  
From her interview, Sara expressed that she viewed Mr. and Mrs. Obama’s 
relationship as a symbol of “hope for Black community.” She expressed, “So I want to do 
the same type of thing and have that positive Black relationship.” Sara seemed to be 
articulating that even though she was aware of the trauma associated with being in 
relationship with a Black man, she still desired a Black man as a romantic partner 
because like the Obama’s relationship, she wished her romantic relationship with her 
Black male partner would also exemplify a positive influence and image of “a positive 
Black relationship.” Sara may be feeling a sense of responsibility, almost like an 
obligation, to making a difference on Black male-female romantic relationships by 
creating “a positive Black relationship.” 
Likewise, Lauren seemed to express similar sense of obligation and desire to 
cultivate and maintain a relationship with a Black man “to defy the stereotype that Black 
marriages don’t last.”    
Lauren: Again, it’s being able to relate and just being able to support 
each other because we are pretty much in the same boat and being able to 
support each other and build a strong family. Because our communities 
are in such disarray, I think to have that opportunity, if you choose the 
right one for you, to be able to defy the stereotype that Black marriages 
don’t last, or just marriages don’t last in general…To be able to work 
together and to help to, at least in some small way, like rebuild your 
community—the Black community. I think that’s so awesome. 
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Lauren felt that never married heterosexual Black women and men were “pretty 
much in the same boat” with regards to their experiences of “shared trials and 
tribulations” because to their racial identity and culture in relationship to the dominant 
society. She expressed a sense of togetherness of “being able to support each other and 
build a strong family.” Because she saw Black men and women as “pretty much the same 
boat” and  believed that “our[Black] communities are in such disarray,” Lauren sensed 
that this was an “opportunity” for heterosexual Black men and women like herself to 
“cho[o]se the right [partner]” “to defy the stereotype that Black marriage[s] don’t 
last.” Lauren expressed passionately, “To be able to work together and to help to, at 
least in some small way, like rebuild your community—the Black community. I think 
that’s so awesome.” According to Laruen, it seemed that “some small way…to help 
to…rebuild the Black communit[ies]” was for never married Black men and women “to 
be able to work together, support each other and build a strong family,” by taking the 
opportunity to cultivate and maintain Black marriages and romantic relationships that 
were sustainable by defying stereotypes that such relationships didn’t last. 
Similar to Sara, Lauren’s expression seemed to be connected to not only a desire 
to be in relationship with a Black male but take the opportunity to build Black 
communities through positive Black male-female intimate romantic relationships that 
demonstrated commitment, togetherness, and support. DL articulated a similar sense of 
obligation and opportunity as he proudly stated that he was in a “Black male-female 
relationship” with his current Black girlfriend.    
DL:… I’m actually kind of like, I’m proud to say I’m in a Black male-
female relationship. I’m proud to say that myself, and I’m proud because 
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like I said about us, we’re both educated, we both have jobs and I feel like 
honestly, we’re really close to being a power couple. I always tell people 
that, we’re close to being a power couple, whether it’s like financially or 
whatever it may be. We’re both educated, young Black people… we both 
have careers, we’re both educated, we both have degrees. We’re both not 
just stopping at bachelor degrees, we’re both continuing our education. 
We’re young, we’re Black…we both have a lot of potential, a lot of ideas, 
and we have the power and the potential to really change things around 
us, our families, and outside of that like our communities and the world 
even, honestly. 
DL felt “proud to say [he was]in a Black male-female relationship” because he 
and his girlfriend are “young Black people” who are “both educated, have jobs and 
…are really close to being a power couple, whether…financially or whatever it may be.” 
From DL’s expressions, it seemed that being in a Black male-female romantic 
relationship was a privilege in which he and his girlfriend “both have…power and 
potential to really change things around [them]…[their] families,…[their] communities 
and the world.”  
In connecting with Lauren’s claim “to have that opportunity, if you choose the 
right [partner] for you,” DL acknowledged a sense of opportunity to be in a young Black 
male-female relationship in which he and his girlfriend could work together and support 
each other in becoming a power couple, educationally, financially, and professionally. 
Similar to Sara and Lauren, DL appeared to share a sense of obligation for he and his 
girlfriend “to be able to work together and to help to, at least in some small way rebuild 
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[their] communities—the Black communit[ies]” through the potential influence of their 
Black male-female relationships. These participants seemed to be expressing the 
sentiment that being involved in a “positive Black [male-female romantic] relationship” 
had the potential to positively influence these relationships as well as strengthen Black 
families and communities. 
In expressing his admiration for Black male-female intimate romantic 
relationship, Big Daddy also articulated a sense of obligation with regards to 
“prefer[ring] if [his] wife looked like [him]” and teaching his Black children their 
values.  
Big Daddy: Oh, I love it [Black male-female romantic relationships]. I 
love it. There’s nothing better than Black love. I’ve dabbed in other races, 
other cultures or whatever, I’m not going to lie. I’ve even had some – you 
know, serious candidates at one point or another, but because I’m kind of 
like a Black nationalist, I would strongly prefer if my wife looked like me 
and if we had Black children to whom I can teach our values, so on and so 
forth. 
Big Daddy described Black male-female intimate romantic relationship as a 
relationship that he loved. He expressed “I love it. I love it” and indicated that from his 
experiences “there’s nothing better than Black love.” He also expressed that he loved 
“Black love” and “strongly preferred if [his] wife looked like [him] and if [they] had 
Black children to whom [he could] teach [their] values, so on and so forth.” From Big 
Daddy’s expression, it seemed that the reason why he “love[d]” Black male-female 
intimate romantic relationship related to his desire to marry someone who looked like 
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him, a Black woman, so that together they could raise Black children and teach them 
their values.  
Big Daddy’s admiration for Black male-female romantic relationships not only 
spoke to his desire to marry a Black woman but also a desire to raise Black children with 
the sense of obligation to teach them their values as Black people. He also seemed to 
exhibit a sense of pride in taking “the opportunity” to work together with his future wife 
in raising and teaching their children their cultural “values.” Big Daddy seemed to be 
articulating similar desire as Sara, Lauren and DL with regards to the sense of obligation 
and opportunity to cultivate and maintain positive Black male-female relationships that 
embodied the hope and responsibility of empowering generations of Black people and, by 
extension, Black communities. Although KB seemed to hold similar sense of obligation 
concerning his desire to “see more [Black] unions,” he also expressed caution in regards 
to the “need to settle down just for the sake of improving the image of Black people.”  
KB: You know, it’s definitely something that’s frustrating. You would like 
to see more unions. But I think as of late I’ve come to the realization not 
everyone needs to get married. I used to have this idea everyone should 
get married at some point. Everyone should go to college. I realized we all 
have different paths we can take. We all can be successful, happy, 
depending on what paths we take, just as long as we’re honest about what 
we want, what we have to offer, and what’s right for us at whatever 
time…But again, I think if a person comes to the understanding that they 
aren’t ready to get married or aren’t the right person to get married, then 
I think they’re better off than just trying to say, ‘Oh, I need to settle down 
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just for the sake of improving the image of Black people. We all need to 
get married,” or something like that.’ 
Structural Descriptions of the theme “Don’t want to rush into marriage” and 
subthemes of “Don’t want divorce” and Sense of obligation: The life worlds represented 
within this category were lived body, lived space, and lived relations to others.  
Within their lived body, overwhelming participants expressed a desire for 
marriage. However, their desire for marriage appeared to be attached to a strong decision 
to “not rush into it.” Both female and male participants expressed a “strong desire” for 
marriage and a respect for the institution of marriage. They felt they wanted to be 
“ready” financially and be certain about the person, they chose to marry. These 
sentiments were reflected in pointed assertions that they desired to “be married once.” 
They wanted to raise their children within the context of marriage with the “help of 
[their] partner[s],” and their refusal to become a “baby mama” or “an absentee father.” 
In the context of lived space, there seemed to be a dominant intention of 
participants to avoid “divorce, becoming a stereotype, to be married once,” to raise their 
children within the context of marriage and be financially ready for “long-term love—
marriage.” These intentions required a critical decision to be certain about one’s 
romantic partner, which participants collectively believed entailed time commitment, 
patience, and dedication. As one participant profoundly expressed, “I’m not in a rush 
because the only thing worse than not having a family is having a family with the wrong 
person because that’s not going to be good.” Participants were certain that to cultivate 
and maintain the “rare positive long-term marriages” that were not “commonplace” 
within Black communities, they had to be secure and “sure” about selecting the “right 
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[romantic] partner.” The lived experiences of participants in witnessing and 
experiencing “prevalence of poor quality short-term” romance between Black men and 
women, may be influencing this sense of cautiousness in selecting the “right partner, not 
rushing into marriage and making sure that [they are] ready for marriage.”  
Participants seemed to recognize the time commitment and work required to 
cultivate and maintain “a positive long-term quality” romantic relationship that one 
participant described as “diamond in a haystack.” This awareness may be the reason why 
participants felt a strong need to make sure that they selected the “right partner,” “not 
rush into marriage” and be resolved that it might “take a long time” to find the “right 
partner,” even though they strongly desired to be married. Conversely, it appeared that 
the awareness of such time commitment and work may also influence Black women and 
men’s discouragement and sense of hopelessness around finding the “right partner,” 
because to participants, these types of   relationships were “hard to come by” for Black 
women and men. As one participant said, “It was cute in my 20s to just date, but really I 
want something long term…So it's kind of like it's going to take a long time for me to get 
married if I ever get married.” 
The desire of participants to marry can also be understood within the context of 
lived relations to others. Even though they expressed the difficulties of cultivating and 
maintaining Black male-female intimate romantic relationship and seemed to be very 
cautious about selecting the right partner, most participants also shared a sense of 
obligation and pride in desiring to “make a change” within Black communities by being 
involved in “positive Black relationships.”  Participants expressed a strong desire to “be 
a positive influence” with regards to building “positive long-term quality” Black 
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relationships and marriages. This sense of obligation appeared to be a need to “defy the 
negative stereotypes that Black marriages don’t last” and to overcome the “stigma 
attached” to Black male-female “relationships don’t last” or that Black men and women 
“can’t make their romantic relationship work” with each other. This sense of obligation 
and desire to cultivate and maintain “positive Black relationship” also seemed to relate to 
Black men and women being able to support each other and build a strong family that 
they hoped would shelter them from the “shared trials and tribulations” they faced in 
society because they were “pretty much in the same boat.” Participants’ narratives 
revealed that it was also possible that never married Black men and women interpreted 
this sense of obligation as a source of opportunity and pride to “work together and to 
help, at least in some small way [to] rebuild [their] communities.” 
“…it’s being able to relate and just being able to support each other 
because we are pretty much in the same boat and being able to support 
each other and build a strong family. Because our communities are in 
such disarray, I think to have that opportunity, if you choose the right one 
for you, to be able to defy the stereotype that Black marriages don’t last, 
or just marriages don’t last in general…To be able to work together and 
to help to, at least in some small way, like rebuild your community—the 
Black community. I think that’s so awesome.” 
Most participants acknowledged that cultivating and maintaining intimate 
romantic relationships with a Black partner was “difficult and hard” and at the same time 
they still desired to partner with a Black mate in the hopes of establishing and sustaining 
“a positive strong Black relationship” to “help rebuild” Black communities. As 
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indicated previously, this sense of resilience also seemed to come with a caution to 
ensure that one selected the “right partner,” “not rushing into marriage,” and being 
honest about one’s readiness or even desire for marriage.  
Never married Black men and women may feel an obligation to develop and 
maintain strong positive relationships and marriages while at the same time fearing that 
they may not be able to achieve this goal. Most participants asserted that they desired to 
marry once and wanted to be certain about their partner. It is possible that the fear of not 
meeting their desires and accomplishing their obligation to build positive strong Black 
male-female relationships may hinder Black men and women from getting married or 
establishing strong positive long-term romantic relationships. 
Even though Black men and women strongly desired to be married, the delay in 
marriage may be related to not wanting to be or perpetuate the “stigma attached” to 
Black male-female romantic relationships. Or to accomplish the sense of obligation to 
establish a “positive strong Black relationship” that defied these stigma/stereotypes. 
Participants seemed to be very careful about who they married, taking their time to 
ensure that they were financially, professionally, and personally ready for “a long-term 
positive quality marriage.” They seemed to consider marriage as an act of giving back to 
Black communities by building “a place of refuge” for themselves and their future 
children. It appeared that participants held strongly to the marriage vows and value the 
institution of marriage as “a lifetime commitment.”  
Synthesis of Category 3: “Desirability for marriage and/or secure intimate romantic 
relationship” 
Within this category, two core themes emerged regarding participants’ desirability 
for marriage or secure intimate romantic relationships. 
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1. Certainty about marital partner  
2. Sense of pride   
Participants were discouraged by their lived experiences of the awareness of 
“trauma and difficulties” that surrounded Black male-female romantic relationships. At 
the same time, it appeared never married Black men and women attempted to transform 
this awareness and discouragement into an inspiration, desire, and sense of obligation to 
build “positive-quality long-term Black relationships,” particularly marriages. Besides 
wanting to be financially, personally and professionally ready for marriage, participants 
also expressed a strong sense of making “sure” that they selected the “right partner” to 
marry.  
It appeared that the awareness that heterosexual Black romantic relationships 
were “associated with trauma, attached to stigma/stereotypes, emotional and relational 
difficulties” prompted participants to desire to develop “a positive Black relationship.” 
This desire and sense of responsibility may be both a blessing and a curse, particularly 
when there seemed to be a dominant sense from participants regarding the “rarity of 
positive quality long-term Black marriages/relationships” and “prevalence of poor 
quality short-term Black relationships” within Black communities. It is possible that 
never-married heterosexual Black men and women may be concern about how to build 
this “positive Black relationship” with the “scarcity” of such relationships within their 
personal lives and/or communities. This concern was reflected in participants’ statements 
about being certain of who they selected as a “marital partner.” They seemed to be 
aware that building a Black marriage or romantic relationship that represented a 
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“diamond in a haystack” required work, full commitment, dedication, and readiness 
emotionally, mentally, physically, spiritually, and financially.  
Within this category, there also seemed to be an overwhelming sense of pride in 
participants’ desire for marriage. This sense of pride was situated within the historical 
and contemporary contexts of the experiences of Black male-female romantic 
relationships in which participants seemed to be speaking to the notion that there was 
strength in overcoming as a Black couple by establishing and sustaining “positive quality 
long-term Black relationships.” The overwhelming majority of participants were aware 
of the historical and contemporary “trials and tribulations—racial trauma” attached to 
Black male-female romantic relationships. It seemed to them that the odds are stacked 
against these relationships. Thus, it seemed fitting that never married heterosexual Black 
men and women were concerned and committed to build up Black communities through 
positive relationships.  
The Essence of the Experiences of Cultivating and Maintaining Heterosexual 
Intimate Romantic Relationships among Never Married Black Men and Women 
The essence of the experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and 
women in cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationships was described and 
interpreted from their life worlds of (a) the imposition of whiteness; (b) vestiges of 
slavery; (c) implicit and explicit racism; (d) internalized racial stereotypes; (e) gender 
imbalances in education, employment, and income and (f) desire for marriage. 
Participants overwhelmingly focused their experiences of coupling within the contexts of 
their racial background and experiences, both historically and contemporarily.  
Participants consistently articulated the ways in which the trauma, assaults and 
legacies of racial oppression infiltrated their efforts to cultivate and maintain intimate 
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romantic relationships with potential Black partners or current partners. Additionally, the 
overwhelming majority of the participants felt their coupling experiences were different 
from those of their peers from other racial groups, particularly White peers. In 
juxtaposing their lived experiences of establishing and sustaining romantic relationships 
with their peers from other racial groups, there was a felt sense from participants that 
society looked down on their race and their coupling relationships and experiences. 
Moreover, participants felt the coupling experiences of those from other racial groups, 
particularly Whites, were not associated with similar pain and trauma of racial oppression 
as theirs. Participants felt that their coupling experiences and relationships carried the 
trauma of imposition of whiteness and racial oppression, which historically considered 
Blacks to be three-fifth of a human, and currently associated Blackness with negative 
racial stereotypes.  
Participants poignantly stated that “being part of the most oppressed racial 
group” in the United States and having to deal with constant “trials and tribulations” as 
a result of their race hindered their efforts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic 
relationships with other Black women and men. Participants expressed a strong desire, a 
sense of pride, and resilience in developing a relationship with a partner “who looked 
like” them, shared and understood Black cultural experiences, and had an “unspoken 
bond” revolving around the “trials and tribulations” they faced in society. They also 
shared a compelling sense that cultivating and maintaining these relationships was 
“difficult” “hard” and “labor intensive,” because their “shared experiences of [these] 
trials and tribulations wear on the relationships.”  
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Participants felt that the difficulty of cultivating and maintaining Black male-
female romantic relationships related to the imposition of whiteness and the messages 
and practices passed down from slavery that perpetuated the mindset that “Black is less 
than and not good enough.” The overwhelming majority of participants expressed a 
sense of internalization of these views and believed that the larger society and other 
Black men and women had internalized these views of blackness as “less than and not 
good enough.” Participants explained that such negative views “put things in people’s 
minds.” The “things” were “stigmas attached” to Black male-female romantic 
relationships that “they don’t work, Black men and women don’t want relationships, or 
Black men and women can’t get their act together to get married.” For participants, the 
“rarity of positive strong quality long-term” Black relationships and marriages and the 
“prevalence of poor quality short-term” relationships and marriages both in their 
personal lives and in larger society, appeared to reinforce these stigmas.  
Consequently, participants seemed to embrace the beliefs that “Black male-female 
relationships [are] a waste of time,” “I won’t date a Black guy because they don’t want 
to get married…and ain’t …ish,” “I don’t want to get married to a Black girl because 
they always have attitude…are not pleased,” “Black men are intimated by successful 
Black women,” “Black men treat their women worst than men of other racial groups,” 
“[Black men and women] can’t make their relationship work,” “Black marriages and 
relationships don’t last,” “I need to be sure about my partner,” “don’t want to marry the 
wrong person” and “I need to be financially ready to get married.”  
The internalization of these negative pronouncements about Black male-female 
romantic relationships appeared to generate view of self in relationship to others in which 
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participants felt a need to guard themselves and mask their authentic selves by bringing 
“50% instead of 100%” of themselves to their coupling experiences. They seemed to 
“put forth a front” to “overcompensate” for fears that potential or current romantic 
partner would reject them, “look down on them,” perceive them as “less than, better 
than, not good enough or not worth dating,” because they either did not measure up to 
the standard of whiteness or feared they would be associated with negative racial 
stereotypes attached to Black women or Black men. Such relational dynamics within 
their coupling experiences seemed to make participants view themselves in relation to 
potential partner or current mate in ways that made them feel horrible, devalued, 
frustrated, sad, dismayed, discouraged, unworthy, shameful, disposable, insecure, 
skeptical, unsure, hopeless, unwanted, and unacceptable.  
Participants believed that Black men and women, themselves included, 
scrutinized potential and current romantic partners through the prisms of imposed 
stereotypes and stigmas to determine who fit the standards of whiteness or blackness. 
Thus creating a coupling context and experiences of “bidirectional internalized racial 
stereotypes” and “checking off the racial stereotype/assumption lists,” in which  never 
married Black men and women consciously and subconsciously seemed to view, 
evaluate, treat, and have expectations of each other based on these “predetermined 
racialized stereotypes” placed on them by society which they have also internalized. 
Participants believed that these relational dynamics of “bidirectional internalized racial, 
checking off the racial stereotype/assumptions lists,” and need to “put forth a front” 
based on the “constant” assaults of negative racial stereotypes, stigma or mark of 
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disgrace attached to Black men and women, and Black male-female romantic 
relationships manifest interactions of blaming and shaming between men and women.  
Participants’ lived experiences compellingly illustrated the ways in which 
interactions of blaming and shaming generated emotional struggles of humiliation, 
alienation, contempt, mistrust, skepticism, defensiveness, tension, misunderstanding, and 
reduced intimacy as they attempt to cultivate and maintain romantic relationships with 
Black partners. Although participants expressed a strong desire for marriage and a sense 
of pride and obligation to establish “positive qualities long-term” relationships and 
marriages, it appeared that their lived experiences of coupling within a shame-based 
racial context obstructed their efforts to cultivate and maintain such relationships.  
In essence, it appeared that the experiences of romantic coupling for never 
married heterosexual Black men and women may start “off good at the beginning” and 
then become “difficult, hard, [and] challenging.” In turn, sustaining these relationships 
then requires “a lot of work” emotionally, psychologically, and relationally because they 
are being cultivated within the socio-historical, socio-cultural, and socio-structural 
contexts that entail shame-based racial traumas and assaults. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
Overview of the Chapter 
  The purpose of this qualitative hermeneutic phenomenology was to explore the 
coupling experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and women between the 
ages of 25 and 35. Through in-depth semi-structured individual interviews, 26 
participants described and interpreted their experiences in attempts to cultivate and 
maintain intimate romantic relationships with other Black women and men. Through 
textural and structural descriptions of participants’ lived experiences, findings that 
emphasized the coupling experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and 
women emerged. Also emerged were the beliefs and attitudes of participants regarding 
the ways in which socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural factors influence 
their coupling experiences as well as their desirability for involvement in secure long-
term romantic relationships and marriages.  
The primary research question that guided this study was: How do never married 
heterosexual Black men and women between the ages of 25 and 35 describe and interpret 
their experiences in attempts to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships?  
Relevant sub-questions were: 1) What are Black men and women’s attitudes regarding 
the influence of socio-cultural, socio-historical and socio-structural factors such as legacy 
of slavery, internalized racism and stereotypes, etc., on their coupling processes?; 2) In 
what ways, if any, do these factors impact their experiences in their attempts to develop 
and sustain intimate non-marital romantic relationships? And 3) Do participants’ desire to 
be involved in secure intimate romantic relationship and/or marriage?  
These three categories: Experiences of cultivating and maintaining intimate 
romantic relationships; Attitudes about the influences of socio-historical, socio-cultural 
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and socio-structural factors on coupling experiences; and Desirability for marriage and/or 
secure intimate romantic relationship aligned directly with the study’s research questions. 
The same categories were used to organize and present the findings in the previous 
chapter. Under each of these three categories, major findings from the previous chapter 
that captured the essences of the lived experiences will be presented in this chapter. Thus, 
the purpose of this chapter is to provide interpretative insights into these major findings 
by utilizing the theoretical frameworks, Africana Womanism ((Hudson-Weems, 1993, 
2004, 2008) and Symbolic Interactionism (Charon, 2007), as well as literature on 
heterosexual Black coupling experiences to deconstruct and further elucidate findings in 
the previous chapter. The implications of the major findings of the study will also be 
provided and the chapter will be concluded with the limitations of the study as well as 
reflection of the researcher’s assumptions as depicted in the fourth chapter.  
Category 1: Experiences of cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships  
Within this category, the themes and subthemes that emerged were: “Starts off 
Good…at the Beginning;” “Unspoken bond…Shared experience of trials and 
tribulations,” and subthemes “Having Each Other’s Backs” and “Shared Experiences of 
Trials and Tribulations Wear on the Relationship;” and “Maintaining relationships is 
like building a sandcastle on the beach,” experiences of cultivating and maintaining 
intimate romantic relationships yielded the following major findings.  
The two of the core characteristics of Africana Womanism, one of the theoretical 
frameworks guiding this study are Self-namer and Self-definer (Hudson-Weems, 2008). 
According to Hudson-Weems (2004), proper naming, Nommo, is critical in accurately 
accessing and identifying the authenticity of the nuances of Black women’s and men’s 
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voices and views about their historical, current roles and activities in their personal, 
relational and communal lives. In properly naming their coupling experiences and the 
context of romantic courtship amongst never married heterosexual Black men and 
women, participants in this study also invoked the principle of Self-definer by defining 
the realities of the nature of Black male-female romantic relationships in ways that 
reflected their authentic realities rather than the definition imposed on them by others 
(Hudson-Weems, 2004). Participants named and defined their experiences of cultivating 
and maintaining romantic relationships with mixed emotions. The overwhelming 
majority of them, self named their experiences and nature of Black male-female coupling 
experiences around “shared experiences of trials and tribulations” that they face in 
society because of their race. They defined the coupling nature of Black male-female 
romantic relationships as “starting off good at the beginning…but then it just kind of died 
down as overtime as a result of a lot of the issues that we face in society kind of wear on 
us.”  
The findings of this study indicate that overwhelming majority of the participants 
described that the initial stage of developing romantic relationships with a Black woman 
or man as “very good…very passionate…very strong connection…good 
…cool…beautiful…wonderful.” These positive descriptions and emotions that 
participants experienced at the earlier stages of their coupling process supported scholars’ 
assertions that Black men and women do desire to establish and be involved in stable 
romantic relationship with each other (Davis, Williams, Emerson & Hourad-Bryant, 
2000; Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1995; Tucker & Taylor, 1997). This finding also 
corroborates the quantitative result from this study that indicated that of the 13 
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participants who were single at the time of the study, nine reported that they desire to be 
involved in a main intimate romantic relationship and half of the participants were 
currently involved in relationship at the time of the study. Participants’ experiences that 
“the relationships are very passionate, very strong connections [and] overall…made for 
a positive experience,” indicated an awareness of positive feelings and experiences within 
Black male-female intimate romantic relationships at the “start of [these relationships].” 
Partnering with someone “who looks like” them racially was also very important in the 
coupling process for these participants.  
Participants particularly strongly felt that these positive descriptions and emotions 
experienced at the beginning of their coupling experiences with a Black female or male 
partner were connected to their shared racial historical and cultural background as Black 
people in the United States of America. This connection around participants’ shared 
racial historical and cultural background is supported by one of the main perspectives of 
Africentric worldsense of the significance of connectedness around common orientation 
in the lives of Black people (Parham, Ajamu, & White, 2011; Jackson & Sears, 1992). 
The collective named and defined experiences of the importance of commonality around 
shared history and background as Black people conceded with the Afrocentricity view 
that people of all African descent (Black people) have a common history and cultural 
unity, a share collective axiology around the core principles of Afrocentricity—
connectedness, interdependence, cooperation, unity, mutual responsibility, and 
reconciliation—regardless of the diversity in their cultural orientations and world 
experiences (Dove, 1998; Ahia, 2006; Parham, Ajamu, & White, 2011; & Sudarkasa, 
2007). As these participants reflected this shared common experience that seemed to 
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depict the beginning stage of Black male-female romantic relationships in positive ways, 
when they said, 
“…it’s that being able to relate just because of the culture, so it’s always 
nice to have somebody that you can relate culturally to, because it’s like 
you can make a reference about something and they’ll get it. You could 
make a reference to like Rodney King…There are so many Black men, 
they may not want to admit it, but they’ve seen The Color Purple.”  
“… I loved - I'm trying to think of the positive parts of dating a Black man. 
They make you feel beautiful, they make me feel secure, I can laugh with 
them, I can be free, I can be myself with them. It's kind of like you're 
dating you - you can be free.”  
In addition to being able to relate and connect with each other without having to 
explain their cultural backgrounds and/or experiences to each other, participants 
associated the dominant feeling of secure attachment, connectedness and relatedness to 
romantic partners at the beginning of their relationships to the “shared experiences of 
trials and tribulations” that they face in society because of their race. One participants 
indicated this when he said “you can relate to each other a lot better because there are 
shared experiences. Despite the fact that we’re different sexes, there are shared 
experiences that we go through because of our ethnicity [race]. So I think that allows for 
a little stronger unspoken communication, at least from the start, in a relationship.” 
These “shared experiences” of their realities of “trials and tribulations” connected to 
their racial and cultural identities allowed for a companionable, affectionate, intimate and 
passionate relational connection at the start of Black male-female relationships, in which 
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Black men and women feel that they understand each other’s “trials and tribulations,” 
without having to explain them. Scholars, who used Afrocentric lens in exploring the 
relational dynamics of Black people, also gave credence to this critical finding in the 
study regarding the coupling processes of Black male-female romantic relationships 
embodying a common understanding associated with race based experiences they 
confront in society (Asante, 1980, 1981; Hare & Hare, 1989).  
Having common understanding around one’s racial identity, cultural knowledge 
and encounters based on one’s experiences as a Black person in the United States served 
as a positive characteristic of never married Black male-female romantic coupling 
experiences, particularly at the beginning of their courtship process. This finding is 
consistent with the one of the critical tenets of Africana Womanism theory that posits the 
concepts of interdependency and interconnected between Black women and men in their 
concerted efforts in struggling for humanity around race, class and gender oppressions. 
This theory recognizes and acknowledges the collective common struggles and 
experiences of Black women and men with racism. The lived experiences of participants’ 
coupling processes exemplified these collective common struggles based on their racial 
identity and experiences in society (Hudson-Weems, 2008). Participants’ lived 
experiences revealed that collective common struggles associated with racial oppression 
underscored the significance and importance of common understanding and relatedness 
that garnered positive experiences and emotions at the beginning of Black male-female 
courtship. This finding is supported by the result of a quantitative study that found that 
Black females and males who embraced Afrocentric cultural consciousness tend to 
prioritize the admired characteristics of their ideal mate in terms of Black awareness, 
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commitment to the Black community, mutual respect and sharing, emotional and  
intellectual stimulation, unconditional love and family orientation (Bell, Bouie, & 
Baldwin, 1990). It is possible that awareness of the “trials and tribulations” that Black 
people experience in society or understanding of what it means to be Black historically, 
culturally and socially may be a critical quality that never married heterosexual Black 
men and women admire and desire in a potential mate. This idea is named and defined by 
most of the participants, as indicated below: 
“I like Black men’s sense of humor; I like that – I just like sharing things 
with someone, who looks like me, and has maybe gone through the same 
things that I’ve gone through as a Black person…There’s just this common 
understanding that Black people have about each other.” 
“It’s great! It’s wonderful!... just having that person to be able to relate 
to. You don’t have to explain everything to them… I love the fact that I 
don’t have explain certain things about the culture; you just kind of know. 
I like that I look in the mirror and I see someone brown like me.” 
“So to have individual people that all are experiencing these trials and 
tribulations: Black men have their own issues, and Black women have a 
different set of issues just because of their nationality and ethnicity [race]. 
To then be able to at some point come together, it’s like there’s an 
unspoken connection, I think, that kind of brings people together, which 
other ethnicities I don’t think necessarily have that linkage.” 
 Although majority of participants in this study did not overtly identify their 
embracement of Afrocentric cultural consciousness, many of their narratives defined and 
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named shared common awareness and experiences of Black men and women in society 
based on their race as a positive and an important element of coming together as a 
romantic couple.  
“So to see two people come together in a romantic relationship, there’s 
already that connection. So to see a quality relationship, it kind of just has 
a sense of being a lot stronger just because of what we have to go through 
individually, you know, before we come together… specifically because of 
our race;…” 
“I think that when it's good with us it's really good. As a race in this 
particular country, we have a different kind of bond because we relate to 
the rest of our society in a different way that only a Black man and Black 
woman can understand - like there's something unspoken. So when it 
works it's beautiful, but unfortunately I don't see a lot of it working. When 
it comes together, it's a beautiful thing.” 
The sense of connectedness around shared common experiences and participants’ 
race brought about togetherness within Black male-female relationships that participants 
admired and desired in these relationships. Racially based shared common experiences 
seemed to create emotional and psychological intimacy, relatedness and connectedness 
between never married Black men and women at the beginning of their coupling 
processes. Thus, one of the unique findings of this study is that, collective common 
understandings—“unspoken connection”— regarding shared racial “trials and 
tribulations” is, initially, a positive as well as important aspect of coupling within Black 
male-female coupling processes. Similarly, participants also defined the adverse effects 
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of these shared racial “trials and tribulations” on the sustainability and longevity of their 
relationships. Participants compellingly connoted that the positive descriptions and 
emotions that they experienced at the beginning of coupling experiences, quickly 
evaporated in their attempts to sustain these relationships. They attributed the rapid 
disappearance of these feelings of “very good, very passionate, very strong connection, 
beautiful and wonderful” to the racial “shared trials and tribulations” that they 
encounter in society. Participants felt that “shared trials and tribulations” that Black 
people, like them, experience in society both historically and contemporarily with daily 
experiences of explicit and implicit racism, which they defined as “so much pressure 
from the outside, dealing with a lot of mess and a lot of trauma outside”, negatively 
affect the sustainability and longevity of their romantic relationships. This finding lends 
support to intellectuals’ assertion that the discrepancy between the high rates of never 
married Blacks and their expressed desire to be in romantic relationships is due to 
external factors related to the race of Black men and women in society (Aborampah, 
1989; Davis et al., 2000; Dixon, 2007, 2007; Franklin, 2000; Patterson, 1989; 
Pinderhughes, 2002; & Helm & Carlson, 2013).   
To combat the adverse effects of racial oppressions in their lives, participants 
verbalized a strong need to build a romantic relationship with a Black partner in hopes of 
creating “a place of refuge” to insulate and protect them from the daily racial 
oppressions that they face in society. They emphasized the importance of “having each 
other’s backs” as efforts to encourage and support each other from the common 
ubiquitous struggles of racial oppressions that they experience as Black individuals and 
partners. As participants stated, “I do think especially in the Black community there is so 
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much pressure from the outside…Because you’re dealing with a lot of mess outside, so 
you don’t want to come home to deal with a lot of mess inside your house.” “It’s like no 
matter what you face out there, to know that you come home to someone that just really 
accepts you, and loves you, and has your back 150%...” This study finds it common for 
participants to name and define the desire as well as need to cultivate their romantic 
relationships as a safe haven against the racial stressors from society. Their narratives 
emphasized a compelling commitment to the concepts of interdependency and 
interconnectedness by highlighting the significance of “having each other’s back” in 
their attempts to nurture and sustain an enduring, supportive, loving, authentic romantic 
partnership while struggling with the “trials and tribulations” of explicit and implicit 
racism in society (Hudson-Weems, 2008).   
Another unique finding of this study is that it appeared that a critical function of 
Black male-female romantic relationships that may be different from other racial groups, 
particularly those of their White counterparts, in that never married Black men and 
women may view their relationship with each other as a place of sanctuary, a place of 
protection from the daily struggles and assaults of racial traumas and oppressions that 
they experience in society. For this reason, it is possible that never married Black men 
and women’s coupling processes and relationships may require more emotional and 
psychological focus and attention compared to those of other racial groups, particularly 
Whites. One participant felt that Black male-female romantic relationships require more 
attention beyond the considerations of one’s and partner’s sexual, mental, emotional, 
mental, physical and spiritual needs because of Black women and men’s vulnerable 
location in society. She asserted, “…especially the most oppressed race in United States’ 
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history, just being a Black man, being a Black woman, that’s a struggle within itself. So 
being able to support each other, that whole topic is just stressful thinking about it, more 
so being in it. Relationships are work.” Themes, such as “pull together, work together 
and together we are strong” from two qualitative studies with married heterosexual 
African American couples give credence to this study’s participants’ narratives regarding 
the need to have “each other’s backs” against social injustices for the survival of their 
relationships (Marks et al., 2008; Cowdery et al., 2009). A common finding in this study 
is that participants felt that it is particularly essential to guard Black male-female 
romantic relationships from the “pressures from the outside world” because “society 
tells us a lot of the time that we’re less than or that we can’t do this because we’re Black 
or we can’t X, Y, Z because of this. We have to jump through more hurdles.” As a result 
of Black men and women’s common struggles with the “shared trials and tribulations” 
of racial oppressions, individually and collectively, participants solidly felt that “there’s a 
lot of trauma surrounded around Black male-female relationships, which goes back 
to…slavery.” These findings equally corroborate participants’ compelling emphases on 
being a team as a couple and their adoration for the “diamond in a haystack” Black 
romantic relationships that exemplified partnership and togetherness.  
The importance of togetherness, partnership—“having each other’s backs”— as 
heterosexual Black men and women work together against the shared racial “trials and 
tribulations that wear” on their romantic relationship align with the principles of 
interdependency and interconnectedness between Black women and men within the 
frameworks of Africana Womanism. Hudson-Weems (1993) noted, “…the Africana 
woman invites her male counterpart into her struggles for liberation and parity in society, 
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as this struggle has been traditionally the glue that has held them together and enabled 
them to survive in a particularly hostile and racist society” (p. 61). Lawrence-Webb, 
Littlefield, and Okundaye (2004) also asserted the importance of interconnectedness and 
togetherness against the common struggle of racial oppressions that challenges the 
survival of Black male-female coupling relationships. Within the walls of their 
relationships, participants prioritized and desired for these spaces to be safe, a place 
where together with their partners they can bear each other’s burdens, can be understood, 
acknowledged, validated, loved, cherished, comforted, rejuvenated and supported as they 
face the challenges of racial oppression outside of these relationships. 
Although participants overwhelmingly felt that cultivating and maintaining Black 
male-female romantic relationships within the context of historical and contemporarily 
shared racial oppressions seemed to foster strong bond, a sense of “an unspoken 
connection,” “togetherness” and “being on the same team.” They also strongly felt that 
their shared experiences of racial oppressions wear on their efforts to establish and 
sustain these romantic relationships with a Black partner. Thus, a critical finding in the 
study is that the shared racial oppressions that Black men and women experience 
individually and collectively are barriers, obstacles and pressures that disrupt and obstruct 
the survival as well as secure intimate attachment that never married Black men and 
women attempt to cultivate and maintain in their romantic relationships with each other. 
Marks et al., (2008) and Cowdrey et al., (2009) highlighted this finding in their studies 
with married African American couples, in which the couples’ lived experiences stressed 
the negative effects of social injustices such as racism on their romantic bonds. From this 
study, it appeared that survival and sustainability of never married heterosexual Black 
505 
male-female romantic relationships are also jeopardized by external forces such as racism 
that challenges the endurance of heterosexual Black marriages (Dixon, 2009; 
Pinderhughes, 2002; Patterson, 1998; Bryant et al., 2010; Boyd-Franklin 2003). 
Compellingly, participants connoted that because of their shared history and 
experiences with racial oppressions with Black partners, cultivating and maintaining 
romantic relationships is “difficult,” “hard,” “labor intensive,” “time consuming” and 
“a lot of work” emotionally, psychologically, and relationally. Collectively, they felt that 
Black male-female romantic relationships can be “a place of refuge,” and most of them 
experienced it as a “a safe place,” however overwhelming majority of the participants 
expressed a sense of weariness that these relationships can truly be “a place of refuge” 
from racial “trials and tribulations.” The sense of hopelessness that participants 
expressed about truly cultivating their romantic relationships as “a place of refuge” from 
the racial stressors that they face in society appeared to influence the level of time and 
emotional commitment that Black men and women devote to developing and maintaining 
their romantic relationships (Bethea & Allen, 2013). It is possible that this sense of 
hopelessness may also be a determining element of dating relationships that transition 
into marriage and ones that do not. Numerous authors have asserted that one of the 
profound effects of racial oppression—“trials and tribulations”— on Black male-female 
relationships and the sustainability of these relationships is the psychological, emotional 
and relational disruptions of the attachment between women and men (Grier & Cobbs, 
1968; hooks, 2000, 2001; Watson, 2013). Participants’ descriptions and interpretation 
concurred with scholars’ assertion, in which they felt that Black men and women are 
attempting to nurture their relationship with each other within the context of a culture, in 
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which they have constantly dealt with racial stereotypes and oppressions that causes 
havoc and wear on their romantic relationships. It is important to note that even though 
participants felt somewhat hopeful that their relationships can be “a place of refuge” 
from the racial oppressions they encountered in society, they also dispiritedly expressed 
that preventing these oppressions from infiltrating their romantic bonds was impossible. 
Thus, findings from the study reveal that overwhelming majority of the participants 
experienced that sustaining the stability and longevity of Black male-female romantic 
relationships required intense labor, patience, great communication skills and 
vulnerabilities.  
 Overall, the essences of cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic 
relationships for never married Black males and female participants of this study 
indicated that their experiences of these coupling processes are “easy and hard.” 
Participants’ definition of Black male-female coupling experiences as “easy and hard” 
seemed to be consistent with Collins’ (2000) summary of Black female-male relations as 
one rooted in a tradition of “love and trouble” (p. 183). They explained “it’s easy and it’s 
hard…[it’s easy because] you’re from the same place so I kind of know your history…But 
it’s also hard because we’re from the same place I know what your struggles are; your 
struggles and my struggles are the same, and yours sometimes are more magnified than 
mine, so it’s good and it’s bad.” And “…having somebody that’s on my team is good, 
because [I can complain to them about racism] and bad because now we get treated 
twice as bad.” In a sense, participants felt that the process of cultivating romantic 
relationships with a Black participant appeared to be easy—full of passion, strong 
connection and “love”—particularly initially because they understand the racial struggles 
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that they both encounter in society as a result of their shared history and current reality. 
And at the same time these externally-generated, shared racial struggles turn out to make 
the process of maintaining the affectionate bond between them “hard and difficult,” 
emotionally, psychologically and relationally—creating “trouble” for them in sustaining 
these relationships. This qualitative finding corroborates the quantitative result in which 
57.7% of the participants reported a “mixed” level of satisfaction (9) and “somewhat 
satisfaction” (6) with regards to their past experiences in intimate romantic relationships. 
The qualitative finding that cultivating and maintaining romantic relationships is “easy 
and hard” seemed to also coincide with the quantitative result that 65.3% of the 
participants identified “mixed” level of satisfaction, “somewhat satisfaction” and “very 
dissatisfaction” with their past intimate romantic relationships as well as the data that 
showed that participants who reported to be involved in a main intimate romantic 
relationship at the time of the study showed a significant level of satisfaction in their 
current relationship with a Pearson correlation coefficient of (p  =  .93). Overall, the 
findings from the qualitative and quantitative analyses revealed that never married Black 
men and women seemed to experience their romantic relationships within the emotional 
tensions of affection and pain; cooperation and conflict; admiration and resentment; and 
respect and retreat (Collins, 2000; Bethea & Allen, 2013; Watson, 2013). 
These definitions of their coupling realities and named expression of ambivalent 
emotions, in which participants felt and experienced their relationships as “staring off 
good but overtime the strong connection, passion and beauty” that they admired, 
appreciated and experienced with each other dissipate because of the countless the racial 
oppressions that they encounter in society wear on them and their romantic bonds 
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conceded with the literature. Dixon (2009), Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, and Okundaye 
(2004), Pinderhughes (2002), Patterson (1998), and Helm and Carlson (2013) have 
explicated the intersecting influences of racial stressors and socio-historical, socio-
cultural and socio-structural on the coupling relationships of heterosexual Black men and 
women. Consequently, participants named their efforts to maintain romantic relationships 
with another Black partner as challenging, stressful, rough, very labor intensive, 
exhausting, difficult, and time consuming by emphasizing that these relationships 
required great deal of patience, emotional and psychological healing, and proper tools of 
great communications as well as vulnerabilities. The findings indicated that participants 
seemed to be wary about their ability to cultivate and maintain this “place of refuge” that 
seemed to be critically important to them and the survival of their romantic relationships. 
Although participants expressed a sense of pride and triumph with being able to make 
their relationships into “a place of refuge,” it is possible that the amount of work and 
emotional struggles connected to shared racial “trials and tribulations” may also move 
some never married Black men and women away from cultivating and maintaining these 
relationships or may feel the need to protect themselves in relationships as many of the 
participants indicated.  
Even though the overwhelming majority of the study participants expressed 
desires to be involved in “positive quality long-term” relationships and marriages, they 
also appeared to be critically aware that their experiences of cultivating and maintaining 
these relationships is filled with hardships, difficulties, and challenges as they attempt to 
insulate their relationships from the historical and daily trauma of racial oppressions that 
Black men and women encounter individually and collectively in society. From 
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Participants’ lived experiences of cultivating romantic relationships, never married Black 
men and women appeared to be attracted and have strong connection with each other 
because of their shared understanding and connectedness around their cultural identity, 
history and shared racial trials and tribulations. Additionally, it is possible that the 
adverse effects of these shared commonality and connectedness which made maintaining 
these relationships difficult, and labor intensive may be attributed to the discrepancy 
between the high rates of never married Blacks and their expressed desire to be in 
romantic relationships with each other (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Dixon, 2009; hooks, 2001; 
Patterson, 1998; Pinderhughes, 2002). 
Category 2: Attitudes about the influences of socio-historical, socio-cultural and 
socio-structural factors on coupling experiences 
 Major themes that emerged from this category reveal findings regarding the 
influences of socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural factors on the coupling 
experiences of never married heterosexual Black women and men. Themes such as the 
Imposition of whiteness, Residual Effects of Slavery, Rarity of positive versus prevalence 
of negative Black male-female romantic relationships, Internalized Racial Stereotypes, 
Attitudes about income, employment and educational imbalance indicate that 
participants’ attitudes and perceptions concerning the way in which these factors impact 
their experiences of developing and sustaining romantic bonds. 
 To understand the mounting conflicts within Black male-female romantic 
relationships, which scholars (Davis et al., 2000; Tucker & Mitchell-Kernan, 1999, 
Dixon, 2009) averred as a consequential factor in the rise in singlehood and decline of 
marriage among Blacks, Camp (2000) challenged that empirical studies need to explore 
the ways in which attitudes, beliefs and socio-cultural factors transmitted from slavery 
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may obstruct intimacy among Black men and women. Additionally, theoretical 
perspective within Africana Womanism postulates the importance of centering the unique 
experiences, struggles, needs and desires of Black women and men within their historical 
and cultural contexts (Hudson-Weems, 2008; Few, 2007). Thus, findings that generated 
from this category denoted participants’ attitudes and beliefs regarding the influences of 
socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural factors by centering their unique 
experiences, struggles, needs and desires in establishing and maintaining romantic 
relationships within their historical, cultural and present contexts. Specifically, 
participants strongly felt and defined their coupling processes within socio-historical, 
socio-cultural and socio-structural contexts that “look down” on their Blackness and 
culture. 
Using the theoretical framework of Symbolic Interactionism (Charon, 2007), 
which focuses on interaction as a unity of study, particularly humans’ interactions with 
their environments, one another and themselves (Few, 2007), findings in this study lend 
insights to the ways in which past and present interactions of Black people with White 
people informed how Black people are perceived and in turn view themselves and each 
other. In providing context for their experiences in cultivating and maintaining intimate 
romantic relationships with each other (Charon, 2007) participants felt that the imposition 
of whiteness on the lives of Black people which was promulgated from the insidious 
beliefs and practices during slavery still have negative impacts on Black male-female 
coupling processes presently. Charon (2007) posited that within the concepts of Symbolic 
Interactionism, human behaviors and interactions are shaped by culture, and conversely 
culture shapes human behaviors. From the frame of this theoretical tenet, virtually all of 
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the participants in this study named the practices and beliefs of white supremacy as a 
culture that formed the perceptions and interactions in past and present society that Black 
is “less than, abnormal or not good enough” and attached to negative stereotypes while 
white is “normal, acceptable, better than, good enough” and attached to positive 
stereotypes. One participant reflected this view of the imposition of whiteness on the 
lives of Black people when she said, 
“So I think slavery, in particular, Black people were called three-fifths of 
humans. A Black person was three-fifths of what a human being was. So 
that already was kind of I feel like where white supremacy in a lot of ways 
started to be instilled in us. Like, ‘No, we are better than you, just so you 
know’... So I think that, again, just this idea that white is better or white 
being seen as more desirable, I think, because I’m sure at some point it 
started to mess with their [Black men and women] minds, like, “Wow, if I 
had a choice, I would choose to be white because clearly being Black is 
the short end of the stick.” 
The perpetuation of the imposition of whiteness that “white way is the better, normal, 
and desirable” and “being Black is the short end of the stick” was predominantly 
described by the participants as a major residual effect of slavery that infiltrate the 
coupling processes and relationships of Black men and women. Numerous authors have 
explicated that equating whiteness to what is considered the “norm” or “normalcy” in 
society also seemed to imply that other racial groups such as Black that is not white is 
“abnormal”  and “less than” (Jay, 2003; Milner, 2007). In addition, Grier and Cobb’s 
(1968) assertion that “the culture of slavery was never undone for either master or slave. 
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The civilization that tolerated slavery dropped its slaveholding cloak but the inner 
feelings remained…the practice of slavery stopped over a hundred years ago, but the 
minds of our citizens have never been freed.” (p. 26) concurred with the findings of this 
study. Participants strongly felt that white supremacist beliefs and practices that regarded 
Black people as three-fifth of a human, and brutally destroyed the emotional, relational, 
physical and spiritual intimacy, and interdependency between Black men and women 
through sadistic sexual, physical and psychological acts, still hold remnants of this 
culture in present day society, specifically within the coupling context of Black male-
female relationships. One participant’s attitude about the effects of the “imposition of 
whiteness” on how Black men and women view each other presently is reflected here, 
“I feel…slavery [imposition of whiteness] has influenced a lot of stuff… 
thinking about relationships, I feel like during slavery, the strong Black 
man was the prize. The slave owners – they wanted the strongest, they 
wanted the biggest because they needed whatever done and they wanted it 
done quick, fast, and in a hurry. I think that has influenced a lot of…how 
Black women view Black men as far as being strong and powerful.  And I 
feel like slavery also influenced how Black women are always viewed as 
strong – strong black woman.  A lot of that plays into, I feel like, the 
expectations of how men are supposed to behave in relationships, as well 
as how women are supposed to behave…It’s [imposition of whiteness] 
also influenced the whole light-skinned, dark-skinned thing and some of 
the, I guess, preoccupation of having a light-skinned woman with long 
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hair because of the women who worked in the field versus the women who 
worked in the house.” 
In expressing their attitudes and beliefs regarding the residual effects of slavery 
on Black male-female coupling process, many of the participants felt that the meaning 
and interpretation that society and they attached to these impositions of whiteness on 
Black lives is that “Black is not good enough, carries a mark of disgrace and shame.” 
Devaluation of Blackness historically and presently in a dominant white society has been 
identified as a detrimental influence in the romantic coupling relationships between Black 
men and women (Hill, 2005; Hudson-Weems, 2008; Lawrence-Webb, Littlefield, & 
Okundaye, 2004; Pinderhughes, 2002; hooks, 2001; Watson, 2013). The effects of the 
devaluation of Blackness in society emerged within one of the critical finding in this 
study. The overwhelming majority of the study participants felt that Black men and 
women “take more seriously” these imposition of whiteness on Black lives by measuring 
each other through this prism, while viewing their Blackness negatively. This finding is 
consistent with Dodson’s (2007) assertion that the idea of ethnocentric paradigm is 
grounded in assimilationist ideology in which ways of life (i.e., those of African descent), 
different from those of Western European descent, is viewed as deviant and negative. 
Participants felt that Black men and women take the imposition of whiteness on Black 
lives “more seriously” because they have unconsciously internalized the negativity and 
shame attached to Blackness. Majority of the participants felt that residual effects of 
slavery covertly manifest themselves within their relational processes and experiences 
when Black men and women judge each other by “white standards” and found 
themselves not measuring up or fitting into white culture, then they perceive each other 
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as “less than, not good enough, abnormal, have the short end of the sticks” or a negative 
racial stereotype. Watson (2013) also gives credence to these findings by articulating that 
“African Americans [Blacks] are aware that our mere presence – our blackness – 
activates negative stereotypes in whites, but we are far less aware of how it activates 
negative racial stereotypes in ourselves” (p. 6).  
 Using the concept of Symbolic Interactionism, the symbols and languages that 
“white way is the better way,” “Blacks are three-fifth humans,” “lighter skin is better 
than,” “dark skin is less than or not good enough,”  or  that “Black men don’t treat their 
women worse than another race or Black women don’t support their men”  have 
materialized and allowed for ongoing implicit and explicit communication and 
interactions that are passed down from one generation to the next (Charon, 2007; Grier 
and Cobbs, 1968; Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Franklin, 2000; Akbar, 1996; Watson, 2013). In 
other words, the internalization of Black devaluation or inferiority has been transmitted 
intergenerationally. Leary’s (2005) concept of Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome which is 
consistent with the field of family therapy’s systems theory—Bowen theory (Kerr & 
Bowen, 1988) gives credence to participants strong views that residual effects of slavery 
vehicle by constant imposition of whiteness presently impact never married Black male-
female romantic relationships. According to Leary, Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome is 
the legacy of trauma passed down from slavery that influences the present behaviors, 
beliefs, and attitudes of contemporary Black people. In the same vein, Kerr and Bowen 
posited that the intensity and characteristics of the emotional patterns in one generation 
are significantly influenced by the intensity and characteristics of emotional patterns in 
the previous generations. Specifically, multigenerational emotional processes, which 
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include emotions, feelings, attitudes, values and beliefs transmitted from one generation 
to the next, are influenced by internal and external pressures such as “constant imposition 
of whiteness” on the lives of Black people in present days. One participant precisely 
conveyed this view when he expressed, 
 “But you don't let go of the knowledge of your own history because you 
can't be walking around oblivious to what's happened and why some 
things have leaked from the past into your cultural identity. Some of that 
stuff is like pain that's like - I read an article a long time ago and it was 
talking about how the history of slavery actually is - it's like an emotional 
pain that's been leaking into the next generation. Almost like a gene in a 
sense because there was never any large scale emotional restoration. 
There wasn't even an economic restoration. We didn't get the forty acres 
and a mule and…we sure didn't get post-traumatic stress disorder 
treatment type of things…Yeah, so there was no like large initiative to talk 
to and coach Black people back into okay-ness after going through this 
long period of trauma. So it's there still.” 
Other noteworthy findings in this study are that, participants expressed that Black 
men and women may not be conscious of the residual effects of slavery and imposition of 
whiteness on their coupling processes and relationships. Or they may be aware of these 
influences but because of the psychological and emotional pain evoked by the 
devaluation and oppression of Blacks and Blackness historically and presently, Black 
men and women may be reluctant to acknowledge or recognize the negative effects of the 
vestiges of slavery and imposition of whiteness on their coupling processes. These 
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findings are supported by Akbar who posited that effects of slavery “created severe 
psychological and social shock in the minds of [Blacks]” (p. 3).  Many scholars have 
asserted that generations of Blacks still carry the scars of the brutal devaluation, 
humiliation and shame attached to Blackness from slavery both mentally and socially 
(Akbar, 1996; Franklin, 2000; hooks, 2001; T’Shaka, 2001; Leary, 2005). These scars of 
shame and devaluation carried mentally and socially seemed to be connected to the 
internalized racial stereotypes that Black men and women have about each other and 
Black male-female romantic relationships. Participants emphasized this by indicating that 
“the stigma attached” to Black male-female relationships “puts things in people’s 
minds” that “these relationships don’t last, they are a waste of time, Black men don’t 
want to get married, Black women are too hard on Black men and Black men and women 
don’t make their relationships work with each other compared to other racial groups.” 
Watson (2013) concurred with Akbar and other scholars in giving credence to the 
findings in this study in describing the psychological and social damages of slavery and 
imposition of whiteness on the minds and lives of Black people as the “the black 
shadow.” She explicated,  
“…the black shadow is a burden every [B]lack person carries, whether or 
not we are conscious of it. It lives deep in our unconscious minds and 
influences us all the time, we are neither aware or mindful of its profound 
influence on every aspects of our lives. What is the black shadow? It’s the 
running inner dialogue we have with ourselves all day long about our fears 
of being inferior as [B]lack people. It is our internalization of the white 
man’s lies that [B]lacks are inferior to [W]hites – the very lie that was the 
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foundation of our ancestors’ enslavement. The black shadow is more than 
simply internalized racism; it’s also our complex feelings of fear and 
despair of being [B]lack, and consequently our longing to be less [B]lack” 
(p.2).   
Similar to Watson’s views, majority of this study’s participants overwhelmingly 
felt that one of the burdens of “the black shadow” on Black male-female romantic 
coupling experiences and relationships are the internalized racial stereotypes that Black 
men and women have about each other. These participants expressed this view when they 
expressed,     
“I feel like a lot of social issues that influence it are like, I guess, 
stereotypes, whether it’s like light skin/dark skin debate, the good hair/bad 
hair debate; Black women have attitudes; Black men don’t want to get 
married. I guess a lot of things influence that… I feel like it’s perpetuated 
a lot more in the Black community.” 
“I think it’s because of past relationships and the whole stereotype of men 
ain’t anything, “They ain’t nothing.” “Well, Black women just yell too 
much, duh, duh, duh.” That whole thing, it just builds a trust issue. You’re 
looking at too much of the stereotype and not looking at the person, 
honestly. That’s really what it comes down to. You’re not evaluating the 
person. You’re letting all these stereotypes and all these things with the 
media and what the past has done to you, get to you and rule this 
relationship. You’re not looking at that person, you’re not evaluating that 
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person… it’s like, you’re in a relationship and the world, it’s not fair. Like 
just be with that person.” 
The findings from the study reveal that participants strongly felt and experienced 
that never married heterosexual Black men and women evaluate each other as potential 
romantic partners through the prism of internalized racial negative stereotypes. This 
finding is supported by Allen and Helm’s (2013) assertion that internalized racial 
stereotypes are threats to emotional and relational intimacies within Black couples. 
Helms and Carlson (2013) also indicated that because of the damaging effects of 
internalized racial stereotype on Black coupling relationships, it is important for scholars 
to understand the functions of these stereotypes within their coupling relationships. The 
findings in this study seemed to indicate that the employment of internalize racial 
stereotypes occurs within never married Black male-female coupling processes through 
the conscious and/or subconscious processes of “bidirectional internalized racial 
stereotypes and checking off the stereotype lists/assumptions.” According to participants, 
the functionalities of these internalized racial stereotype processes within their coupling 
seemed to be a way to determine whether a potential romantic mate or current partner 
measure up or fit the standards of whiteness or blackness, or is attached to negative 
stereotypes of blackness.  
In using one of the assumptions of Symbolic Interactionism to understand the 
reasons for the utility and functionality of the above internalized racial stereotype 
processes within Black male-female coupling experiences, this theory posits that to 
understand human behavior one has to understand the meaning that an action has for the 
actor (White & Klein, 2008). This theoretical framework holds the maxim that “what 
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humans define as real has real consequences” (White & Klein, 2008, p. 2008). In 
describing and interpreting their coupling experiences, participants strongly “self-defined 
and self-named” that cultivating and maintaining Black male-female romantic 
relationship within historical and social contexts that “looks down on their race,” 
considered their race “less than, three-fifth human or being the short-end of the stick” 
and “being part of the most oppressed racial group” because of the imposition of 
whiteness, legacy of slavery and present day racial oppressions have devastating effects  
on their coupling processes. Never-married heterosexual Black men and women in this 
study defined the effects these negative racialized messages have on them and their 
coupling experiences.  
“The real consequences” that these negative messages have on the lives of Black 
men and women seemed to be that they have internalized these negative racialized 
stereotypes regarding the inferiority of blackness, as Watson indicated “what is the black 
shadow? It’s the running inner dialogue we have with ourselves all day long about our 
fears of being inferior as [B]lack people. It is our internalization of the white man’s lies 
that [B]lacks are inferior to whites – the very lie that was the foundation of our ancestors’ 
enslavement. The black shadow is more than simply internalized racism; it’s also our 
complex feelings of fear and despair of being [B]lack, and consequently our longing to be 
less [B]lack” (p.2). Thus, the utility and functionality of the internalized racial stereotype 
processes of “bidirectional internalized racial stereotypes and/or checking off the 
stereotype lists/assumptions” within the coupling processes of never marred Black male-
female romantic relationships appeared to be used as a mental appraisal of a potential 
romantic partner or current mate, whether consciously or subconsciously, through a 
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“predetermined racialized stereotype box.” These processes appeared to serve as ways to 
not only assess whether a potential romantic mate fits the stigma attached to blackness or 
the positive stereotypes attached to whiteness. They also appeared to serve as ways to 
mitigate the fears, anxieties, and distress of being associated with negative stereotypes of 
blackness, or “looked down upon,” considered as “less than,” “not good enough” or 
rejected by a potential romantic mate because of one’s blackness or perceived linkage 
with a negative stereotype of blackness. The above interpretations of this study’s findings 
coincide with Williams and Williams-Morris’ (2000) statement that evidence suggests 
that the internalization of cultural stereotypes by stigmatized groups can generate 
expectations, anxieties, and reactions that can adversely affect social and psychological 
functioning. Participants highlighted these adverse relational affects and functioning 
within their coupling experiences when they expressed, 
“Yeah, I think a lot of Black males – and I probably did this and I know 
my friends have thought this – you kind of assume that the Black female 
that may be a good spouse is educated, has some sense about her. You 
kind of assume that she may have had a cultured life growing up, so she’s 
always going to kind of want the bad boy because she never had that. So 
you may be reluctant to pursue her because of that, because of those 
fears…Because I think in general – you know, and this again transcends 
ethnicities – that a lot of times during that immaturity phase there’s the 
stereotype that women all want the bad boy and then they grow out of it. I 
think that, again, that extends for a longer period in the Black community. 
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You know, I know my friends may just think that a girl that has maybe a 
quality spouse kind of just wants the bad boy.”  
  “I don’t know if I’m distrusting of men. I think I don’t like to be 
disappointed, and that is what I go into the relationship with…So now I 
never dive into the relationships necessarily, but like I’m always waiting 
for them [Black men] to disappoint me, which isn’t necessarily a good 
thing because you’re always seeking…  And I don’t think I’m like, “Let 
him prove me wrong, let him prove me wrong,” but it’s in the back of my 
head somewhere.”  
 “So generally some Black women they get like they're the bees knees 
sometimes. So it's like a lot of times when you approach a Black woman, 
sometimes, not all the time, but sometimes it's like I be detecting this air 
about them. Where you feel like you have to prove to them - they already 
put you at this deficit where you [they] think that you're broke. Ain't got 
no job, ain't about shit maybe. Criminal background and blah, blah, blah. 
You have to spin - get people to approach them and convince them that 
you're worthy to be dated and shit.” 
The findings from this study reveal that never married heterosexual Black men 
and women may be symbolically communicating to and interpreting one another’s 
actions within their coupling context through the lens of the stigma attached to blackness 
or the internalized inferiority of blackness. In order words, the usage of “bidirectional 
internalized racial stereotypes and checking off the stereotype lists/assumptions” 
appeared to communicate to potential romantic partner that one is “not good enough, 
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worthy to be dated or deserving of each other” because of one’s blackness. This finding 
is supported by Burgest and Bower (1989) assertion that the ways in which Black males 
and Black females view each other are directly related to how they feel they are viewed 
by White society and the ways they perceive White society.  Participants seemed to be 
using the lens of inferiority of blackness imposed on their ancestors and them by White 
society to evaluate each other as potential romantic mates (Camp, 2002; Watson, 2013). 
Willis (1989) maintained that from an early age Black men and women have been taught 
to internalize negative stereotypes about themselves both from the larger society and 
within Black communities. Consequently, mate selection among Black men and women 
may be predicated on negative stereotypes, which may increase the likelihood of 
problems in developing and maintaining romantic relationships (Gillum, 2007). The 
negative views of self (Blackness) that participants expressed as negative racial 
stereotypes in which they are often “checking” to see if potential romantic mates fit into 
these stereotypes of blackness seemed to be disruptive to the dynamics of intimacy 
between never married Black men and Black women (Jewell, 1983; Allen & Helm, 2013, 
Camp, 2002; Pinderhughes, 2002 ). These findings contribute to the gap in empirical 
research on how internalized racial stereotypes influence Black male-female romantic 
coupling processes and romantic relationships. In a quantitative study that examines the 
influence of psychosocial and socio-cultural factors on the romantic attitudes, beliefs and 
behavior of 126 single Black women and men, Camp (2002) noted that results from the 
study “provide evidence that socio-cultural factors that facilitates stereotypes (i.e., 
institutionalized racism, internalization of racist views about self and other, and gender 
role socialization) may play a significant role in shaping Black singles perceptions of 
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potential romantic partners and the manner in which they participate in relationships” (p. 
101). The findings from the lived experiences of participants in this study illustrated the 
ways in which internalized negative racial stereotypes shape never-married heterosexual 
Black men and women’s perceptions of potential romantic mates and the manner in 
which they approach each other as potential romantic partners and couple with current 
partners.  
Although Plous and Williams (1995), Kelly and Floyd (2001) and Chestnut’s 
(2009) studies focused on internalized stereotypes within marital/couple relationships, 
findings from these empirical investigations also imply that internalized racial stereotypes 
have deleterious effects on never married Black male-female coupling processes and 
relationships. A survey study conducted by Plous and Williams (1995) concluded that 
racial stereotypes from the days of slavery are still present in American society today and 
that some Blacks have embraced these stereotypes. In a quantitative cross-sectional study 
examining internalized stereotypes among African American couples, Chestnut (2009) 
found that women endorsed higher negative stereotypes of Black females and Black 
males compared to men. Similarly, in a quantitative study that examined the effects of 
internalized negative stereotypes and endorsement of Afrocentric worldview on the 
quality of heterosexual Black married couples’ relationships, Kelly and Floyd (2001) 
found that for women who endorsed strong beliefs in negative stereotypes, their partners 
reported limited relationship trust. 
Results from Kelly and Floyd’s study (2001), also gives credence to an important 
finding in the study, in which participants narrated that the disruptive elements of 
internalized negative racial stereotypes on their coupling processes, experiences, and 
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relationships are alienation, disruption of trust, fear, harsh judgments, reduced emotional 
and relational intimacy, commitment, motivation, and the need to guard or mask self. 
This finding is consistent with scholars’ theories that internalization of negative racial 
stereotypes that Black women and men have about each other may be contributing to the 
difficulties of developing and sustain enduring romantic relationships (Dixon, 2009; 
Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Pinderhughes, 2002; Camp, 2002). The finding also parallels 
Camp’s (2002) interpretation of the results of her study in stating “that internalization and 
adherence of negative stereotypes born out of slavery may influence less adaptive 
approaches to romantic relationships, undermining the potential for intimacy before it has 
the opportunity to develop” (p.103).  Participants reflected these views when they 
expressed,  
“Generally, the biggest hardship to maintaining a relationship with a 
Black woman is reassuring the trust... But I think in the case of Black 
cultural experience, it’s written in our culture that men are untrustworthy. 
So it’s not only just trying to reassure her trust, but it’s like she’s given 
messages everyday about how untrustworthy men are. I’m given every day 
about how untrustworthy men are, and I might even take those messages 
that I get from TV and whatever, and then project it onto her [his 
girlfriend]. So I’m actually fighting a battle that’s not even there.” 
“…Sometimes it makes me want to just be stang – like why should I be a 
good woman?  Why should I be supportive of you? Why should I put my 
all into you when you're not necessarily appreciative of it?  It kind of 
makes you not want to go as hard as you want to go in a relationship. 
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Yeah, it kind of makes you want to pull back - like I'm going to give you 
50% as opposed to 100% because I want to protect myself.” 
These experiences of emotions of trepidations of being viewed against a 
stereotype, the need to protect one’s self, fear of being “not good enough or 
trustworthy,” and the need to constantly  reassure that one is not a stereotype  seem to 
disrupt emotional attachment and abridge intimacy and vulnerability within never 
married Black male-female coupling processes. Perceiving potential romantic partner or 
current mate through negative internalized racial stereotypes seems to engender relational 
coupling dynamic in which never married Black men and women shame each other 
because of the imposition of whiteness and embracement of Black inferiority (Watson, 
2013). These relational anxieties coupled with the overwhelming participants’ 
experiences of the “rarity of positive quality long-term” and “prevalence of negative 
short-term” Black marriages and relationships seemed to reinforce the negative “stigma 
attached” to these relationships. Pinderhughes (2002) and Dixon (2009) posited that 
fewer models of Black marriages may contribute to the decline in marriage and increase 
of singlehood among heterosexual Black men and women. From participants’ narratives 
it appeared that these fewer models of “positive quality long-term” Black marriages and 
the prevalence of Black marriages and relationships that are filled with “tension, lack of 
togetherness, support and authentic love” also evoked a sense of inferiority of Black 
male-female romantic relationships.  
It is possible that the intra- and inter-personal emotional and relational struggles 
that never married Black men and women seem to experience with regards to concerns of 
being perceived or judged through an internalized racial stereotype prism fortify the 
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stigma and a sense of inferiority of Black male-female romantic relationships as “a waste 
of time, too difficult to maintain, require a lot of work, and don’t last.” The findings from 
this study demonstrated that the internalization of these negative “stigmas attached to 
Black male-female relationships” thwart the effort, level of commitment, motivation and 
energy of never married heterosexual Black men and women to cultivate and maintain 
romantic relationships with each other. Additionally, the findings also illustrated that 
never married heterosexual Black men and women may be blaming and shaming each 
other for not being able to develop and sustain successful quality long-term romantic 
relationships, thus generating a shame-based racial context of coupling. This may be 
possible, particularly, if Black men and women have internalized the emotional trauma 
and shame of Black inferiority promulgated within the historical and present-day contexts 
of their lived experiences. Feeling of shame has been identified as an enigmatic emotion 
that seems to perpetuate and reinforce the inferiority of Blackness within Black 
communities and, by extension, Black male-female romantic relationships (hooks, 2003; 
Watson, 2013).  
Essentially, findings in this study reveal that participants felt that the influences of 
socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural factors negatively impact the 
development and sustainability of these relationships. Influences of these factors appear 
to create a shame-based racial context of coupling mediated by internalized negative 
racial stereotypes of Blacks through the processes of “bidirectional internalized racial 
stereotypes and checking off the stereotype lists/assumptions.” The findings illustrated 
that these influences seem to obstruct and undermine emotional and relational intimacies 
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within Black male-female romantic relationships before they develop. As this 
participant’s narrative poignantly reflected,   
“…Stereotypes, putting each other in that box, and stuff like that. I really 
think that’s the big reason why…these relationships [Black male-female 
relationships] are not reaching full potential, honestly…It’s really 
distorted, it’s in disarray and it’s just because of the stereotypes and 
everything; they’re bound to fail almost. Not getting to know that person, 
that’s why they’re not surviving, and some of them are ending 
prematurely. Some of them are not reaching full potential, and it sucks.” 
Category 3: Desirability for marriage and/or secure intimate romantic relationship 
In describing their desirability for secure intimate romantic relationships, 
participants expressed a strong desire to be married. This qualitative finding is supported 
by the quantitative responses of study participants in which of the 26 participants, 18 
indicated a “very strong desire” and “quite a bit of desire” for marriage. And of the 13 
participants who were single at the time of the study, nine reported that they desired to be 
involved in a serious romantic relationship. One is inclined to be under the impression 
that the precipitous decline in marriage rates and increase rates in singlehood may imply 
that Black men and women are apathetic to marriage or stable intimate romantic 
relationships. However, findings from this study are consistent with Patterson’s (1998) 
view that the lack of partnership among heterosexual Blacks does not eliminate the fact 
that they do desire and value marriage and/or commitment to a stable romantic 
relationship. The strong desire to have a “successful marriage” expressed by participants 
is also supported by previous research that indicated that 77% of Black adults ages 19-35 
expressed a wish to be married (South, 1993) and more than 90% of single Black men 
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and women expressed a desire to marry or be in a romantic relationship (Davis et al., 
2000).  
Approximately half of the study participants indicated that marriage is either 
“very important” or “quite a bit important” to them. In assessing their attitudes about the 
relevance of marriage as an institution, more than half of the participants reported that in 
general the institution of marriage is relevant in today’s society. Statement, such as “I 
actually value the institution of marriage very much, and I’m one of those people where 
it’s like if I get married, I’m not getting divorced” from this study’s participants, gives 
credence to Patterson’s assertion that Blacks still strongly value the institution of 
marriage and that marriage is very important to them.  
A critical finding in this study reveals that even though participants expressed a 
strong desire for marriage, the likelihood that they will get married was also negatively 
correlated with their desire to be married at a Pearson correlation coefficient of (p = -
.522). This was particularly true for the female participants in which eight of the 13 
participants indicated that it is “somewhat likely” that they will ever get married 
compared to nine of the male participants who indicated that it is “highly likely.” This 
finding may be connected to Black females’ awareness of sex-ratio imbalance of 
marriageable Black males to Black females and experts’ estimation that one in three 
Black women may never marry due to the phenomenon of sex-ratio imbalance of 
marriageable men to women (Patterson, 1998; Teachman, Tedrow & Crowder, 2000; 
Toldson & Marks, 2011). However, it is important to note that the marriage rates for both 
Black women and men are low (Bryant et. al., 2010; Toldson & Marks, 2011). 
Specifically for Black women and men between the ages of 25 and 29 years old, the U.S. 
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Bureau of the Census (2010a) indicated that 72% of Blacks are never married and 53% 
are still never married between the ages of 30 and 34.  
Although participants in this study did not explicitly identify sex-ratio imbalance 
of marriageable Black males to Black females, they did, however, highlight the socio-
structural effects of imbalance educational, income and career achievements between 
Black women and men as critical factors that impede emotional and relational 
connections within Black male-female coupling  processes and relationships. The lived 
experiences of participants’ coupling processes and relationships indicated that imbalance 
of career achievements, education and income between Black men and women evoked 
emotional, communication and relational estrangements and difficulties in their coupling 
experiences. Pinderhughes’ (2002) statement that socio-structural factors of career 
achievement, education and income imbalance between Black women and men 
contribute to the emotional strain, mental and relational well-being within Black male-
female romantic relationships coincides with participants’ lived experiences. Majority of 
the female participants had the view that Black men may be “intimated of a successful 
powerful” Black woman because Black males may fear that they do not measure up to 
the success of their female counterparts. Or may be anxious that a potential female 
romantic partner might view them as “not good enough” as romantic partners. Given that 
majority of the female participants had a Bachelor’s or Master’s degree, the observations 
and relational experiences that most Black men may be “intimated of successful Black 
women” may have contributed to the inverse relationships between the desire to be 
married and likelihood that they will get married. This difference in desire for marriage 
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and the likelihood of being married were vocalized when these female participants 
expressed, 
“Because with me being a doctoral student, I think that puts me on a 
different playing field with the type of men that would be attracted to me, 
and would feel deserving of me, and kind of limits the kind of Black men 
that I could end up with.” 
“The fact that I feel like a lot of Black women aren’t getting married.  You 
know, we hear the stats all the time that Black women are single or Black 
men and women aren’t getting married.  So I feel like I definitely think 
about it a lot more.  It’s like there are already statistics out saying that 
Black women aren’t getting married.  I’m a Black woman.  What are my 
chances?”   
From male participants’ lived experiences, it is possible that the difference in their 
strong desire for marriage and likelihood about being married may be related to their 
readiness to take on the “provider role” financially in romantic relationships. Narratives 
of majority of the male participants seemed to indicate that their desire for marriage also 
appeared to be linked to their financial readiness to take on the provider role by 
expressing the “personal and societal induced pressure” to perform this role. 
Expressions of these participants reflect this “personal and societal induced pressure”,  
“I feel like it’s societal pressure and I feel like it’s self-induced pressure. 
And rightfully so, because if I’m the man I want to make sure I can 
provide…If I’m the man, my job is to make sure my wife is taken care of, 
and to make sure the kids are taken care of. That’s my job.”  
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“Yeah, the fear…I think partly male and partly my background because 
I’ve always been independent. I’ve always been independent, but now I’m 
at the point where in thinking about marriage it’s not just me. I could be 
independent, and I could squander away some money with a bad decision; 
but knowing that my bad decisions can affect other people, my girlfriend 
and our little dog, it has a lot more pressure. So I don’t think it’s just the 
fact that society says males play these provider roles and these strong 
Black man roles, but also my independent upbringing and wanting to be 
the one that people can rely on.” 
From male participants’ lived experiences, it appeared that never married Black 
men may not perceive Black women’s educational, career or economic success as 
intimidation but may fear that potential or current female partner may “look down” on 
them or view them through the lens of negative racial stereotypes attached to Black men 
in society—“unreliable and lazy Black man.”  This participant reflected this perspective 
when he expressed, 
“I wanted her to look at me like an equal… I was unemployed for over a 
year; almost a year and a half and after a while, she was like okay, are 
you looking for jobs? And I was like yes. And so there was a fear there 
that I was the typical Black guy…think there was like a fear that I would 
just be the lazy Black man on the couch…Yeah, she never vocalized it. I 
think I did pick up on the fear?”   
These male participants’ lived experiences relates to McLylod et al., (2000) finding that 
for most Black men, success as a provider is shown to be a major psychological burden. 
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Boyd-Franklin and Franklin (1998) and Franklin and Boyd-Franklin (2000) asserted that 
institutionalized racism and financial marginalization of Black men in the work force—
regardless of educational level or socioeconomic status—has hampered Black men’s 
ability to successfully affirm the role of a provider. Pinderhughes (2002), and Major and 
Billson (1992) stated that provider role anxiety is heightened for Black men because they 
have to struggle against the persistent stereotype of being an unreliable and irresponsible 
provider. It should also be noted, as indicated earlier in the previous chapter, that many of 
the male participants also had a Bachelor’s or Master’s degree and seemed to want their 
female partners to be successful. However, it also appeared that the idea of making 
“more” income or having a higher level of career achievement than their female partners 
seemed to be critical to solidifying successful enactment of the “provider role” and 
readiness for marriage. This view was also corroborated by this female participant, who 
expressed that she felt that for men “providing is defined as making more” in comparison 
to their female partners. 
Another unique finding in this study is that even though both Black females and 
males expressed a strong desire to be married and valued the institution of marriage, there 
seemed to be a fear that they might not translate this desire to be married into reality. 
Participants made specific distinction regarding characteristics they admired in “position 
quality long-term marriages” that are scarce within Black communities. Their narratives 
indicated that qualities such as interdependency, togetherness, authentic love, support, 
true partnership, effective communication and vulnerability were what they desired and 
hoped to cultivate in their relationships and marriages. Conversely, findings from 
participants’ narrative indicated that both women and men were definite about not 
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wanting “poor quality short-term, adversarial” Black male-female relationships that 
perpetuate the stigma that “these relationships don’t work or that Black men and women 
have children together but don’t necessarily get married” that they witnessed and 
experienced as being prevalent within Black communities. From participants’ narratives, 
it appeared that they have also believed that Black “positive quality long-term” marriages 
that do not exemplify “lack of partnership, support, togetherness and weirdness that exist 
between men and women” are becoming obsolete (Harper, 2009; Dixon, 2009; Franklin, 
2000; Patterson, 1998, Helm & Carlson, 2013). Additionally, it appeared that even 
though participants expressed a strong desire for marriage, their awareness and 
experiences of the “rarity of positive long-term Black marriages” seemed to make them 
doubtful or uncertain of their ability to cultivate and sustain such marriages. Marks et al., 
(2008) reflected this finding when they stated “many Black women and men who desire 
marriage are faced with the experienced reality that marriage—especially a strong, 
happy, enduring marriage—is not probable” (p. 184).   
Even though participants expressed a strong desire for marriage, from their lived 
experiences it appeared that awareness and experiences of the “prevalence” of “poor 
quality short-term” Black relationships that do not end in supportive, loving and 
enduring marriages seemed to evoke a sense of cautiousness around mate-selection 
processes for never married heterosexual Black men and women. The findings reveal that 
majority of the participants expressed that they “wanted to [be] sure” in selecting their 
marital partner. It is possible that Black men and women’s cautiousness around mate-
selection may be connected to their understanding that to cultivate and sustain a strong, 
quality and happy long-term marriage, they have to select a romantic partner that together 
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they can work interdependently, communicate effectively, nurture an authentic and 
enduring love that can withstand the “trials and tribulations, stigma and trauma 
surrounding Black love.” This wariness may also reflect their experiences and views that 
cultivating and maintaining Black male-female romantic relationships, against the 
backdrops of historical and present contexts that consider Blackness as “looked down 
on” and  attached to negative stereotypes, is “labor intensive,” “a struggle” and 
“difficult.” It is also possible that attempting to establish and sustain romantic 
relationships within a coupling context in which one’s view, reality and experience is that 
“Black men and women are at war with each other” generates the need to make sure that 
one does select the “right partner and not rush into marriage.” As one participant 
reflected on this point when he said “so now…I’m not in a rush because the only thing 
worse than not having a family is having a family with the wrong person because that’s 
not going to be good.” 
The findings from the study also indicate that it is possible that this sense of 
cautiousness within never married Black male-female coupling contexts and processes 
may also stimulate not only feelings of wariness, but also of trepidation, uncertainty and 
skepticism about potential or current romantic partner and one’s relationship or prospect. 
Participants’ lived experiences revealed that such emotional and relational responses can 
generate a need to guard self, either by “overcompensating or putting forth a front” and 
become highly critical and suspicious of potential or current romantic mate, thus 
forestalling emotional intimacy, relational trust and secure attachment essential to the 
development and sustenance of “positive quality, happy, loving and enduring marriage 
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or relationship”(Helm & Carlson, 2013; Dixon, 2009; Mark et al., 2008; hooks, 
2001;Watson, 2013; Pinderhughes, 2002). 
Yet another noteworthy finding in this study is that majority of the participants 
felt that even though “positive quality long-term loving marriages and relationships” are 
scarce within Black communities, they also strongly expressed that these relationships are 
valuable within these communities. This was exemplified by participants’ expressions 
that “positive quality long-term marriages…give hope to Black communities.” According 
to participants, such hope seemed to inspire and give them a sense of optimism that they 
could also establish this type of marriages. Participants reflected this sense of hope, 
inspiration and optimism when they said,  
“…If I’m talking about my uncle’s relationship, I feel motivated. I guess I 
feel happy just seeing that. I think because just as someone that sees a 
diamond in a haystack, the rarity of it, it makes you happy to see 
something like that, the rarity of it. So seeing that, I just feel happy. I feel 
inspired and empowered.” 
“… I feel that, like I said, I feel like I get a warm fuzzy feeling when I see 
good, positive Black male-female relationships because we're always 
seeing the opposite. So it makes me feel good when I see it. It gives me a, 
"Aww." …I guess it's like oh there's hope…”  
Participants’ narrative that “positive quality long-term marriages give Black 
communities hope” also echoes Africana Womanism’s tenet rooted in Africa’s ethos that 
liberation and survival of the community is directly influenced by the survival of its 
members (Hudson-Weems, 2008). The work of Sobonfu Somé (2000)—The Spirit of  
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Intimacy—based on African-centered teachings on relationships emphasized the 
importance of understanding relationships from a collective prospective in the sense that 
relationships are not done in private or from an individual stance. She posited that 
relationships from an African-centered ideology belong to the community. This view, 
which evinces that the community and individuals are inextricably intertwined in an 
enduring spirit of mutual well-being, may explain the reasons for participants’ 
expressions that “positive quality long-term marriages give Black communities hopes.” 
Such African world-sense may also aid in understanding participants’ desire and sense of 
obligation to make a difference within Black communities by creating “positive Black 
relationships.” Participants reflected this view when they expressed, 
“Again, it’s being able to relate and just being able to support each other 
because we are pretty much in the same boat and being able to support 
each other and build a strong family. Because our communities are in 
such disarray, I think to have that opportunity, if you choose the right one 
for you, to be able to defy the stereotype that Black marriages don’t last, 
or just marriages don’t last in general…To be able to work together and 
to help to, at least in some small way, like rebuild your community—the 
Black community. I think that’s so awesome.” 
“…I’m proud to say I’m in a Black male-female relationship. I’m proud to 
say that myself, and I’m proud because like I said about us, we’re both 
educated, we both have jobs and I feel like honestly, we’re really close to 
being a power couple. I always tell people that, we’re close to being a 
power couple, whether it’s like financially or whatever it may be. We’re 
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both educated, young Black people… we both have careers, we’re both 
educated, we both have degrees. We’re both not just stopping at bachelor 
degrees, we’re both continuing our education. We’re young, we’re 
Black…we both have a lot of potential, a lot of ideas, and we have the 
power and the potential to really change things around us, our families, 
and outside of that like our communities and the world even, honestly.” 
From participants’ lived experiences, it is possible never married heterosexual 
Black men and women consciously and subconsciously view their coupling relationships 
as not only an individual experience but also a collective experience that has the potential 
of negatively or positively impacting Black communities. The sense of obligation to 
“rebuild Black communities, really change things and influence” these communities 
through “positive strong relationships and marriages” in which Black women and men 
are able to “work together, support, and have each other’s backs” as they strive to “defy 
the stereotypes that Black marriages don’t last and build strong families” may also 
inform the sense of cautiousness that seems to surround mate-selection processes for 
never married heterosexual Black men and women. Although participants’ desire to 
influence Black communities through “positive Black relationships” highlights a critical 
aspect of Africana Womanism that recognizes Black female and Black male as 
interconnected entities working collectively toward success, happiness and well-being of 
their relationships, families and communities (Hudson-Weems, 2008). This sense of 
obligation might also be an added psychological, emotional and relational pressure within 
Black male-female coupling contexts and experiences that probably impinge on never 
married heterosexual Black women and men’s desirability for marriage and the 
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likelihood to marry, in ways that may thwart their efforts to cultivate and nurture this 
aspiration into reality. 
Summary  
The Findings from this study add to the gap in empirical research regarding the 
coupling experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and women between the 
ages of 25 and 35. The study contributes to the body of literature by explicating ways in 
which internalized racial stereotypes, mediated by the imposition of whiteness and 
residual effects of slavery, influence the ways that never married heterosexual Black men 
and women perceive potential romantic partners and participate in romantic coupling. 
Specifically, all of these are readily understood by demonstrating ways that never married 
Black men and women may be experiencing their coupling processes and romantic 
relationships with each other within a shame-based racial context of coupling. 
Additionally, this study also identifies the ways in which attitudes and beliefs of never 
married Black men and women regarding gender imbalance in education, career 
achievement and income influence their coupling processes and mate-selection. Finally, 
this study contributes to the body of literature regarding the strong desire of never 
married Black men and women for strong, happy, loving and enduring marriages that 
have positive impact within Black communities.  
Training and Clinical Implications  
This phenomenological study explored how never married heterosexual Black 
men and women between the ages of 25 and 35 describe and interpret their experiences 
of cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationships. Using hermeneutic 
phenomenology and theoretical frameworks of Africana Womanism and Symbolic 
Interactionism, participants named and defined their coupling experiences within the 
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contexts of their “life-worlds.” As stated in chapter one, many scholars have posited that 
the decline in Black marriages and the prevalence of singlehood among Blacks may have 
great consequences for the mental, emotional and relational well-being and functioning of 
Black male-female relationship as well as Black families and communities (Bethea, 1995; 
Blackman, Clayton, Glenn, Malone-Colon & Roberts, 2005; Pinderhughes, 2002; Tucker, 
2003). Participants’ narratives of their coupling experiences and perceptions of Black 
male-female romantic relationships on their experiences highlighted the mental, 
emotional and relational effects on their efforts to cultivate and maintain intimate 
romantic relationships. There is a growing interest in the coupling behaviors and 
romantic relationships of heterosexual Blacks, particularly in response to the decline in 
marriage rates and raise in singlehood among this population and, by extension, a move 
toward pedagogic and clinical amelioration (Akinyela, 2008; Bryant et al., 2010; Helm & 
Carlson, 2013; Watson, 2013). Thus, the findings of this study have several training and 
clinical implications for Couple and Family Therapists (CFTs) working with never 
married heterosexual single or coupled Black men and women. 
The overwhelming majority of participants in this study contextualized and 
defined their coupling experiences from the perspectives of their racial background 
historically and presently in the United States. In several of their narratives, participants 
made specific references to Black male-female coupling processes, experiences and 
relationships as different from those of other racial groups, particularly Whites. This 
finding is in accordance with scholars’ views that the coupling processes and experiences 
of Black men and women are different from those of Whites because of historical and 
contemporary racial oppressions and stressors that challenge this population (Camp, 
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2002; Helm & Carlson, 2013; Bryant et al., 2010). It is imperative for CFTs working with 
never married heterosexual Black men and women to recognize and acknowledge that 
Black men and women may view and experience their courtship processes differently 
because they belong to a marginalized racial group in society. And thus the processes and 
experiences of their relationships do not reflect those of never married heterosexual 
White men and women. Hardy (1989) posited that the “neglect of context” and the need 
to promote “sameness” in clinical work with persons of color, in this case Black singles 
and couples, impede the effectiveness of therapeutic work (p.18).  
The historical and contemporary contexts that Black men and women are 
establishing and maintaining in their coupling relationships need to be taken into 
consideration when conceptualizing and treating Black heterosexual romantic 
relationships. Unfortunately, almost all the major theoretical models in the field of 
Couple and Family Therapy, often conceptualize romantic relationships and processes 
from the perspective of “theoretical myth of sameness” in which all couple regardless of 
their contextual backgrounds are thought to possess similar relational and emotional 
dynamics (Hardy, 1989; McGoldrick and Hardy, 2008; Helms & Carlson, 2013). In 
particular, much of the therapy theories in the field of family therapy are centered on the 
Eurocentric theoretical (Akinyela, 2008; Few, 2007). As Hardy and McGoldrick (2008) 
noted “the field of sex therapy, couple therapy and family therapy generally operated 
exclusively with theories of and for white couples and families. Psychotherapy is still 
conducted in general by, for, and about white people, with cultural issues marginalized as 
specific subcategories of the general focus” (p. 445). An excellent example of this is 
Susan Johnson’s “evidence-based” emotionally focused couple therapy (EFT) that was 
541 
norm mainly on the coupling experiences and processes of White, middle class, 
heterosexual couples (Bradley & Furrow, 2004; Bradley & Johnson, 2005; Makinen & 
Johnson, 2006).  
Franklin (2000) and Lawrence-Webb et al. (2004) averred that using theoretical 
frameworks of Eurocentric definition and worldview of coupling obfuscate our 
understanding of the coupling processes and romantic relationships between Black men 
and women. To be ethically sound, clinically effective and culturally responsive, 
clinicians need to be trained and supervised in understanding heterosexual Black male-
female coupling processes, experiences and relationships within their socio-historical, 
socio-cultural, and socio-structural contexts. Thompson et al. (2004) found that Black 
clients identified clinicians who had an “adequate knowledge of [Black] life” with which 
clinicians understood them within their socio-historical and socio-cultural contexts, and 
appeared to be crucial to clients’ therapeutic experiences (p. 23). In a study to understand 
the experiences of Black clients in therapy, researchers found that “lack of cultural 
understanding of therapist” was indicated as somewhat of a difficult impediment for 
clients to overcome in their efforts to seek family therapy (Awosan, Sandberg & Hall, 
2011). Therefore, it is critical for clinicians to comprehend that coupling within their 
socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural contexts influences single and 
coupled Black men and women’s experiences, attitudes and beliefs regarding 
opportunities for romantic involvement, evaluation of potential and current partners, and 
the manner in which they approach and invest in relationships, as well as in the qualities 
and outcomes of their relationships. 
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From their lived experiences, findings from the study reveal that participants felt 
that cultivating and maintaining intimate romantic relationships with Black potential 
mates or current partners  were “difficult,” “hard,” and “labor intensive” because of 
their shared experiences of “trials and tribulations” as a result of the racial oppressions 
that they face currently and historically in society. The issue of racial oppression was 
described and interpreted as a major hindrance to the development and sustenance of 
intimate romantic relationships between Black men and women. They identified racial 
oppression as an obstacle to their coupling experiences within the socio-historical context 
of “imposition of whiteness and residual effects of slavery;” socio-cultural context of 
“constant imposition of whiteness, internalized racial stereotypes and stigma attached to 
Black male-female relationships;” and socio-structural context of “implicit and explicit 
racism,” and “gender imbalance of education, employment and income.” These findings 
explicate the need for clinicians to not only conceptualize Black male-female coupling 
experiences within their socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural contexts but 
also the necessity to recognize, identify and talk about race in therapeutic work with this 
population whether or not the client brings it up (Hardy & McGoldrick, 2008).  
From their narratives, the topic of race seemed to permeate participants’ entire 
experiences of romantic coupling. Whether it was referring to the initial process of their 
courtship, in which Black men and women seemed to be attracted to each other because 
of their “shared cultural experiences” or as they struggle and work together to maintain 
their relationships by “having each other’s backs” in order to prevent the infiltration of 
“the silent killer—implicit and explicit” from their “place of refuge.” In working with 
Black singles and couples around their coupling experiences and processes, it is 
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important for clinicians to be aware and recognize the ways in which the imposition of 
whiteness, residual effects of slavery, internalized racial stereotypes as well as the racial 
stigma attached to Black male-female relationships adversely impact men’s and women’s 
efforts to cultivate and maintain romantic relationships. Admittedly, addressing race and 
its effects on clients’ lives is challenging. However, scholars in the field have written 
extensively on ways in which one can recognize the effects of race and racism on the 
lives of clients, connected to the problems they present in therapy and ways in which to 
talk about race and racism in therapy (Hardy & McGoldrick, 2008; Laszloffy & Hardy, 
2000; McGoldrick & Hardy, 2008; Awosan et al., 2011). In order to effectively train and 
supervise clinicians in ways that are clinically ethical and culturally responsive in 
addressing the issues of race in their work with Black singles and couples, therapists of 
all racial groups have to develop racial awareness and sensitivity (Laszloffy & Hardy, 
2000).  
Through self-of-the-therapist  work, clinicians’ racial awareness and sensitivity in 
working with never married heterosexual singles and coupled around their romantic 
relationships and coupling processes must involve recognition and confrontation of the 
ways they may have internalized the racial stigmas or stereotypes attached to Black male-
female romantic relationships. Conversely, they must learn the ways in which they have 
adopted and adhered to the imposition of whiteness or white superiority ideology in their 
work with clients, whether consciously or unconsciously. These are of particular 
importance because the findings of this study give credence to scholars’ assertions that 
the internalization of white superiority and black inferiority in society influence the 
emotional and relational difficulties within Black male-female romantic relationships 
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(Watson, 2013; Helm & Carlson, 2013; Patterson, 1998). And since clinicians are also 
social beings, who have been socialized within the context and ideology of white 
supremacy or pro-racist ideology, it is critical for them to confront and effectively 
challenge overt and covert imposition of whiteness and devaluation of blackness in their 
work with single and coupled Black men and women (Hardy & Laszloffy, 1992; 2008).  
Additionally, clinicians of all racial groups need to be aware of and recognize the 
difficulties they might have with talking about slavery in their work with Black men and 
women. This is particularly of importance for Black clinicians, as participants of this 
study strongly emphasized that the recognition and acknowledgement of the residual 
effects of slavery on Black male-female romantic relationships and on the lives of Black 
people in general is mentally, psychologically and emotionally difficult and painful for 
Blacks. hooks (2001) and Watson (2013) concurred with participants’ narratives that 
naming slavery is a painful and possibly shameful task for Black people. Therefore, 
Black clinicians must be effectively trained and supervised through avenue such as self-
of-the-therapist work and utility of cultural genogram (Hardy & Laszloffy, 1995) to aid 
them in recognizing and confronting pride and shame issues around bringing up the topic 
of slavery in therapy and its connection to relational and emotional difficulties that 
individuals or couples maybe having in their coupling processes or relationships. White 
clinicians need to be aware of their dominant white racial values and definitions of couple 
relationships and the way they may consciously or unconsciously impose these values 
and definitions of coupling on the romantic processes and relationships of never married 
heterosexual Black men and women.  
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It is the researcher’s belief that if and when clinicians are able to recognize, 
challenge and confront the ways that imposition of whiteness, slavery, internalized racial 
stereotypes, and socio-structural issues such as gender imbalance of education, income 
and career achievement influence Black male-female coupling relationships, then they 
may be able to effectively help clients to do the same as well. The findings in this study 
reveal that participants strongly desire cultivate and maintain a secure, positive, loving, 
and supportive enduring romantic relationships and marriages. However, participants’ 
lived experiences also indicated that nurturing this desire into reality seemed “difficult” 
and “nearly impossible.” The experiences of Black women and men coupling within 
socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural contexts adversely impact emotional 
and relational intimacy between men and women. Even though participants lamented the 
reality that “positive quality, loving, long-term marriages” are “few and far between” 
within Black communities, and felt discouraged about their prospect of cultivating such 
relationships. It is significant to note that they still expressed a desire and aspiration to 
build such relationships. From their lived experiences, participants maintained that 
sustaining romantic relationships with Black men or Black women is “a lot of work” that 
requires “great patience, reassuring of trust and communication skills.” These findings 
highlight the importance and need for clinicians to pay close attention to the emotional 
and psychological struggles that heterosexual single and coupled Black women and men 
may be experiencing regarding the prospect of their likelihood for marriage or long-term 
relationships. Bryant et al. (2010) found that for African American couples increased 
well-being in intimate romantic bond is linked to the ability to form and maintain happy 
and stable relationships. Likewise, inability to form and maintain happy and stable 
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intimate unions may negatively impact mental, social, behavioral, physical, emotional, 
spiritual and relational well-being. Thus, it is imperative that clinicians pay attention to 
the emotional, psychological and relational difficulties and struggles that both single and 
coupled men and women may be experiencing within their courtship processes and 
relationships.  
In helping never married Black men and women to constructively “work” to 
develop “great patience, reassurance of trust and communication skills” as they thrive to 
cultivate and maintain strong, happy, loving, supportive and enduring relationships and 
marriages they desire, clinicians need to be mindful of the social contexts of their 
coupling experiences. The findings from this study suggest that because of the influences 
of socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural factors on the coupling processes 
and experiences of Black men and women, it seems that never married heterosexual 
Black men and women may be coupling within a shame-based racial context. Thus, it is 
instructive for clinicians working with never married heterosexual single or coupled 
Black women and men to help them understand the ways in which imposition of 
whiteness, residual effects of slavery, implicit and explicit racism, and internalized 
negative racial stereotypes infiltrate the development and sustenance of emotional 
intimacy and connection within their coupling processes and relationships. Particularly, it 
is important for clinicians to help single and coupled Black men and women understand 
the ways in which adherence to negative racial stereotypes adversely influence their 
perceptions of themselves, potential or current romantic partner, and the approach or the 
way they bring themselves to their coupling processes and relationships. As such, it is 
critical for clinicians to help individuals and couples to be aware, recognize and identify 
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the ways that internalized racial stereotypes influence their coupling experiences, 
processes and relationships. Specifically, helping Black men and women identify whether 
or not their preferences and expectations of potential romantic mates or current partners 
are attached to these negative racial stereotypes is critical to the development and 
maintenance of emotional and relational intimacy, togetherness and connection they 
desire within the context of their romantic relationships. Likewise, helping Black men 
and women to develop a conscious awareness of the ways they may be using the 
imposition of whiteness and internalized racial stereotypes to evaluate potential romantic 
mate or current partner is essential. Within a clinical setting, Black men and women can 
develop conscious awareness of the ways that they either overcompensate for racial 
stereotypes by “putting forth a front,” or shame each other by perceiving potential or 
current mate through a “predetermined racial stereotype box” (Watson, 2013).  As one 
participant metaphorically expressed his portrayal of the poignant circumstances that 
surround cultivating and maintaining Black male-female romantic relationships,  
“is like building a sandcastle on the beach. If you have the proper tools, it 
can definitely work. But there’s constantly stuff working against you… The 
culture is the ocean. The wave that comes in and causes the most havoc is 
the culture. The stereotypes that we deal with, I would say that is like the 
wind because it’s constantly blowing. You can deal with it if you have 
great communication to deal with it, but it’s something that’s constantly 
there.” 
Thus, it is incumbent upon clinicians working with never married heterosexual Black 
men and women to help them identify and develop proper tools such as great 
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communication skills and effective ways to deal with the constant infiltration of “silent 
killers” of imposition of whiteness, implicit and explicit racism and internalized racial 
stereotypes on their coupling processes and relationships.  
Additionally, participants strongly felt that residual effects of slavery 
unconsciously impact their coupling processes and experiences. Participants, specifically 
emphasized that the devaluation of blackness and viewing blackness as “not good 
enough” or attached to negative stereotypes weather is around skin color, emotional 
connection and relational trust, ideas of what it means to be a man and woman, or the 
roles that men and women are supposed to play in relationships to each other are critical 
vestiges of slavery that impede emotional and relational intimacy. As participants 
narrated, most Black men and women may not be aware of the influences of residual 
effects of slavery on their relationships and, if they are, acknowledging such painful 
ordeal can be emotionally and psychologically difficult. Thus, it is important that 
clinicians, in ways that are culturally sensitive, assist individuals and couples recognize 
and identify ways that residual effects of slavery may shape their attitudes, beliefs and 
behaviors within the context of their coupling processes and relationships. Within the 
clinical context, Black men and women can to reconceptualize and strengthen the 
meaning of Blackness, womanhood, manhood and romantic relationship using Black 
consciousness, African-centered frameworks or interventions or Multicultural 
Perspectives (Akinyela, 2008; Watson, 2013; Hardy & Laszloffy, 2002; Hudson-Weems, 
2008; Parham et al., 2011; Helm & Carlson, 2013; Somé, 1999).  
Furthermore, it is critical that clinicians assist singles and couples in identifying 
and recognizing the meaning they make of the socio-structural reality of gender 
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imbalance of education, income and career achievement between Black men and women 
and how these imbalances shape their attitudes, beliefs and behaviors within their 
coupling contexts and relationships. The findings reported in this study, suggest that 
never married heterosexual Black men and women may experience emotional and 
relational difficulties on ways to navigate and communicate with each other around the 
disparities of education, income and career achievement between the genders. Addressing 
the emotional and relational impacts of these disparities is of particular importance in 
helping Black men and women cultivate and maintain strong, happy, loving, supportive 
and enduring romantic relationships. This is because numerous scholars have posited that 
long-standing gender imbalance of education, income and career achievement negatively 
influence mate selection dynamics and romantic commitment among heterosexual Blacks 
(Bryant et al., 2010; Helm & Carlson, 2013; Davis et al., 2000; Camp, 2002; 
Pinderhughes, 2002; Dixon, 2009; Boyd-Franklin, 2003; Kiecott & Fosset, 1995; Staples, 
1978a, 1994). Most often, the negative stereotypes attached to Black men and women are 
a manifestation of this socio-structural reality that Black people have little control over 
such factors as the historical necessity for women’s independence and the degree to 
which women have advanced in areas of education and employment because of 
institutionalized racism on Black men (Camp 2002). Thus, it is important for clinicians to 
not only be aware of the influences of socio-structural factors of economic, education and 
career on Black male-female romantic relationships but to also assist individuals and 
couples to recognize ways in which they may sabotage potential or current romantic 
relationships as a result of the influences of these gender disparities and the meaning they 
may make of it. Specifically, identifying and calling awareness to the ways in which 
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these gender imbalances can breed intra and interpersonal conflicts such as fear of being 
attached to a negative racial stereotype of a Black man or Black women, fear of being 
viewed as “not good enough or less than,” power struggles, distrust, resentment, 
disappointment, lack of connection, and frustration due to unmet expectations are crucial 
to helping Black men and women effectively prevent these factors from obstructing their 
efforts to cultivate and maintain romantic relationships. Additionally, assisting never 
married Black women and men in therapy to identify and externalize the ways in which 
the emotion of shame and behavior of shaming others based on internalized racial 
stereotypes may be impeding their coupling behaviors, experiences and romantic 
relationships is crucial.  
  Finally, identifying strengths within Black male-female coupling experiences and 
relationship is critically important. Participants overwhelmingly expressed that having an 
“unspoken connection” based on their cultural identity and background, working 
together, “having each other’s back,” and being with someone “who looks like them” as 
positive characteristics of romantic coupling within Black male-female relationships. 
Thus, it is important within the clinical setting to highlight instances within Black men 
and women’s coupling experiences and relationships, whereby they may experience the 
feelings or relational interactions of togetherness, “having each other’s backs,” and 
being supportive of each other. 
Future Research Implications 
The findings in this study also call for cultural awareness, sensitivity and 
responsiveness with regards to research that focuses on Black male-female coupling 
processes and relationships. As indicated in participants’ lived experiences, Black 
coupling romantic processes and relationships are occurring within the socio-historical, 
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socio-cultural and socio-structural contexts that burden and challenge their attempts to 
cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships. Thus, it is important that Black 
male-female romantic experiences and relationships be studied within the socio-
historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural contexts in which they are embedded 
(Lawrence-Webb et al., 2004; Bryant et al., 2010; Helm & Carlson, 2013).  
As mentioned in chapter one, similar to Black marriages, very little research is 
available on never married Black male-female coupling experiences (Camp, 2002; Helm 
& Carlson, 2013). The limited empirical studies on Black courtships and unions often 
focus on race-comparison analysis in which Black relational lives are compared to those 
of Whites (Lawrence-Webb, 2004; Bryant et al., 2010; Helm & Carlson, 2013). Race-
comparative studies not only negate and obstruct the complexities embedded within 
Black male-female coupling relationships; they also generate pathological analyses of 
Black relationships when compared to White relationships which are often seen as “the 
norm.” The findings from the study demonstrate the manners in which “the imposition of 
whiteness” both historically and contemporarily on Black male-female coupling 
experiences and relationships promulgate the notion and sense that anything related to 
blackness is “abnormal” and “less than.” From participants’ lived experiences, these 
view of Blackness as “abnormal” and “less than” when compared to whiteness as the 
“norm” and “better than” generate detrimental psychological, emotional and relational 
consequences on Black male-female coupling processes and relationships. Sadly, race-
comparative research and utility of whiteness as an invisible inference of what is 
“normal” in empirical studies further propagate the “stigmas attached to Black male-
female romantic relationships” and thus produce narrow understanding of Black 
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coupling experiences and unions. Given that the “imposition of whiteness” was named as 
a dominant obstacle in cultivating and maintaining Black male-female romantic 
relationships, it is ethically imperative that future research avoid the use of invisible 
inference of whiteness as “the norm” in investigating the complexities of these 
relationships. 
 The findings from this study indicate that future research is needed on 
understanding the coupling processes and relationships of Black men and women within 
the socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural contexts (Lawrence-Webb et al., 
2004; Bryant et al., 2010; Helm & Carlson, 2013). Additionally, much of the writings on 
Black male-female coupling relationships have focused on theoretical understandings of 
scholars. This calls for a need further exploration and examination of never married 
Black men and women’s perspectives, values, beliefs, and attitudes about their coupling 
experiences and processes. Utilities of qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods in 
future studies will be beneficial in further investigating the ways in which Black men and 
women’s romantic processes, experiences and relationships are influenced by the 
imposition of whiteness, residual effects of slavery, internalized racial stereotypes, 
implicit and explicit racism, positive and negative perceptions of Black male-female 
romantic relationships, gender imbalances in education, career achievements and income. 
Specific attention needs to be given to women and men’s attitudes and awareness of these 
factors on their coupling experiences. Particularly, views and meanings they make of 
these factors and how these factors mediate their perceptions of self and potential or 
current romantic partner as well as their emotional investments, level of commitment and 
behaviors within their coupling processes and relationships. 
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The findings in this study indicate that historical and contemporary devaluation of 
Black people in society adversely impact never married Black women and men’s 
coupling experiences and relationships. Given that participants overwhelmingly 
expressed that “being part of the most oppressed group” racially seemed to shape their 
experiences of cultivating and maintaining romantic relationships “difficult, hard, 
stressful, and labor intensive”,  it is critically important to further explore and examine 
the influence of implicit and explicit racism, which participants of this study named 
“silent killer, and trials and tribulations” and which Bryant et al. called “minority 
stressor or status” (p. 163) on the coupling processes and romantic relationships of never 
married Black men and women. Bryant et al. (2010), and Harrell, Hall and Tallaferro 
(2003) asserted that not only do racial disadvantages on socioeconomic status such as 
income, education and employment create stressors for Black men and women. Further, 
they posited that the “day-to-day” experiences of racial discriminations contribute to 
emotional and relational distress. Bryant et al. asserted that independent of experiences 
with racial discrimination, the specific reality and experiences of minority status—“being 
part of the most oppressed group”—in which Black people constantly have to deal with 
negative social attitudes, constitute ignoble racial identity and, as a corollary, produce 
minority stress.  
According to Bryant et al., “minority stress is essentially psychological stress 
generated as a consequence of being relegated to minority status” that generates distress 
not only in Black marital relationship, but also in nonmarital romantic processes and 
relationships, as the findings in this study indicate (p. 163). To this end, future empirical 
research is needed to explore the connection between the experiences of “being part of 
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the most oppressed group” racially in society—minority status—on coupling processes 
and relationships of never married Black men and women because, as Clark et al. (2002) 
posited, ‘‘research exploring the . . . social effects of racism among Blacks is virtually 
nonexistent’’ (p. 319). 
Likewise, future research is gravely needed in understanding the ways in which 
internalization of the devaluation of blackness functions within the coupling processes 
and contexts of never married Black male-female romantic relationships. The findings in 
this study suggest that negative stereotypes attached to Black women and men as well as 
Black male-female romantic relationships seemed to generate a shame-based racial 
context of coupling in which men and women appeared to perceive themselves, potential 
or  current and Black relationships, through these negative racial stereotypes. These 
findings suggest that further research is needed to explore and examine how emotion of 
shame related to the devaluation of blackness and internalization of racial stereotypes 
impact coupling dynamics, qualities and outcomes as well as emotional intimacy and 
commitment between Black women and men. Furthermore, empirical understanding is 
needed on how internalized racial stereotypes inform the meanings Black men and 
women make about or attach to gender disparities in education, career achievements and 
income between Black women and men. The findings from this study seemed to suggest 
that gender imbalances in education, career achievement and income appeared to 
reinforce negative racial perceptions of self and potential partner, which seemed to 
interact in facilitating  suspicion, lack of trust and emotional intimacy within Black male-
female coupling experiences. Future study is needed to further investigate how Black 
men and women make meaning of the gender imbalances and how they communicate, 
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perceive each other, and interact with each other based on the meaning or attitudes that 
they attach to these gender imbalances. It would be important to understand how the 
meanings they attached to these gender imbalances impede and facilitate their efforts to 
cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships with each other. Additionally, it is 
critical for future studies to explore the ways in which the interplay between racism and 
sexism informs the interaction between internalized racial stereotypes and socio-
structural factor of gender imbalances within Black men and women coupling processes 
and experiences.   
 Moreover, future research that focuses on understanding the emotional world—
emotional intimacy, romantic attachment and support between Black men and women— 
is greatly needed. The findings in this study indicate that majority of study participants 
attributed emotional and relational expressions such as “unspoken bond, having each 
other’s back, partnership, and togetherness” as positive aspects of their experiences of 
cultivating romantic relationships. Similarly, participants’ narratives revealed that their 
experiences and descriptions of strong, enduring Black marriages and relationships 
embodied authentic love, support, partnership, interdependency and togetherness between 
Black women and men. The findings in this study also indicate that the overwhelming 
majority of the participants desired these above characteristics in their marital 
relationships. Because of the importance of “togetherness, having each other’s backs, 
working as a team and support” that participants placed on sustaining a strong, loving, 
happy, enduring relationships and marriages, there is a need for future research to focus 
on the importance and functionality of “togetherness and interdependency” within Black 
male-female romantic relationships. Particularly, exploration of how these relational 
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characteristics—togetherness and interdependency—contribute to emotional intimacy, 
authentic love and security within these relationships is essential. In addition, future 
research can further investigate the ways in which these relational characteristics and 
experiences of “togetherness and interdependency” may serve as protective mechanisms 
against the “shared experiences of racial trials and tribulations” that Black men and 
women encounter in society as they strive to cultivate and maintain “secure place of 
refuge” within their romantic relationships. 
 Finally, given the sense of discouragement of the “rarity” as well as value that 
participants placed on the significance of “positive quality long-term relationships and 
marriage” to Black communities, which also seemed to inspire their own sense of 
obligation to establish and sustain such relationships, more empirical studies on “positive 
quality long-term Black relationships and marriages” are needed (Marks et al., 2008). 
Such research can contribute to the literature regarding the ways in which couples in such 
relationships and marriages are able to cultivate and maintain “a strong, loving enduring 
place of refuge” within the socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural contexts 
that seemed to obstruct the desires and efforts of many never married Black women and 
men from doing the same.  
Social-Policy Implications 
  The findings of this study confirm that policy-based government funded 
relationship and marriage programs such as Healthy Marriage and Relationship Initiative 
Programs as well as nonprofit relationship programs (Fincham & Beach, 2010 and 
Administration for Children and Families, 2007; Randles, 2014) cannot assume a “one 
size fits all” approach to programs designed to promote relationships enrichment and 
education. One of the major critiques of relationship and marriage programs is that most 
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of these programs and research done on them lack racial and ethnic diversities in the 
population who participate (Johnson, 2014; Rauer et al., 2014; Reese & Vera, 2007). 
Most also contended that theories, pedagogies, and interventions utilized in relationship 
and marriage enrichment and education programs often lack cultural relevance and are 
not grounded within the socio-cultural context of individuals and couples (Rauer et al., 
2014; Reese & Vera, 2007; Marks et al., 2008). The findings of this study lend support to 
the knowledge in the fields of social science that Black men and women do desire to 
cultivate and maintain romantic relationships with each other and hope to nurture these 
relationships into strong, happy, loving and enduring marriages or romantic unions. 
Participants’ contextualization of their coupling experiences and processes within their 
socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural worlds also gives credence to 
scholars’ assertions that romantic coupling concepts and experiences are embedded in 
one’s socio-cultural context (Bryant et al., 2010; Lawrence-Webb et al., 2004; Marks et 
al., 2008; Helm & Carlson, 2013). Thus, it is essential that policymakers and program 
developers of relationship and marriage enrichment and education programs design and 
promote curricula that are culturally sensitive and responsive as well as speak to the 
socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural challenges that thwart the efforts of 
Black men and women to cultivate and maintain strong, loving, happy and enduring 
romantic relationships and marriages.    
The overarching implication of the findings of this study echoes the assertion of 
Hardy and McGoldrick (2008) that “…the only ethical stance for our field to take is one 
that incorporates cultural understandings into the core of theory, practice, and research” 
(p.445). Thus, understanding of the socio-historical, socio-cultural and socio-structural 
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factors that influence coupling experiences of never married heterosexual Black men and 
women are needed in the theory, practice and research pertaining to this population. 
Limitations 
 Although the unique findings in this study provided significant insights into the 
lived experiences of never married heterosexual Black male-female coupling experiences, 
there are also limitations in the study. The sample size of the study may be small. It is 
nonetheless consistent with the recommendation for a qualitative phenomenological 
study which requires in-depth descriptions of the experiences of each participant (Patton, 
2002; Dahl & Boss, 2005). The aim of most qualitative research is not to achieve 
generalization, but to arrive at a depth of understanding of participants’ experiences. 
Consequently, the sample size in this study is not a representation of all never married 
heterosexual Black man and women between ages of 25 and 35. Therefore, conclusions 
gained from this study are specific to this population, and any generalization to groups 
beyond this sample should be done tentatively, given the obvious fact that no research 
findings are definitive. 
Another limitation of this study is the exclusion of ever married (i.e., married, 
divorce or separated) and married Black men and women from the study. The voices of 
these populations were left out regarding their experiences in cultivating and maintaining 
intimate romantic relationships. Although these excluded populations may bring different 
perspectives to the experiences of intimate romantic relationships among heterosexual 
Black men and women, their viewpoints and experiences are not the focus of this study. 
However, given the decline in marriage rates among heterosexual Black men and women 
(Davis et al., 2000; Patterson, 1998), the voices and experiences of married, separated 
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and divorced men and women can also aid in further understanding the coupling contexts 
and relationships of Black men and women.  
 Additionally, this study is limited with regards to the fact that the experiences and 
perspectives of Black lesbians, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) individuals and 
same-sex couples are excluded from the study. However, their perspectives on Black 
heterosexual intimate romantic experiences may be critical in further understanding the 
intimate romantic experiences and relationships among heterosexual Black men and 
women. Beside the differences in sexual orientations, future research can explore the 
similarity as well as difference within coupling experiences of Black LGBT and 
heterosexual men and women based on their racial backgrounds and experiences.   
 Yet another limitation to this study is interviewing individuals, particularly 
interviewing individuals within a couple dyad. Both persons in a coupled relationship 
were interviewed separately. This entails a limitation since the individuals were not 
interviewed together as a couple. Jointly obtaining their accounts in cultivating and 
maintaining intimate romantic relationship as a couple may have provided important 
understanding of the relational transactions, emotional world and experiences of never 
married Black couples. Conversely, interviewing a dyad together may also limit or skew 
the level of the authenticity of each person’s account of his or her experiences with the 
phenomenon.  
 Moreover, the researcher’s social locations as a Black heterosexual never married 
female doctoral candidate with a middle-class background and experience with the study 
phenomenon were an asset as well as a limitation. In recruiting participants, these 
contextual identities turned out to be helpful in developing rapport with study 
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participants, as indicated by the participants themselves. Conversely, researcher’s 
contextual identities may have also limited the diverse range of participants in the study. 
The overwhelming majority of the study sample self-identified as college-educated and 
middle-class. It is possible that the researcher’s identities as well as the purposeful 
snowball sampling approach utilized in recruitment may have limited participation of 
Black female and males who are non-college-educated or college-educated from a lower 
and working class backgrounds as well as those from upper-class background.    
 Finally, one of the potential biases involved in qualitative research is that of the 
researcher-as-instrument. The researcher acknowledges possible additional biases in the 
analysis of the findings because of the aforementioned social locations and experience of 
the researcher with the phenomenon. In order to minimize this limitation, researcher 
engaged in ongoing critical reflexive (cultural) bracketing through memoing, journaling 
and discussions with critical colleagues throughout the data collection and data analysis 
processes.  
Researcher’s Reflections: Unbracketing 
As I come to the close of this study, I would like to reflect on my process of 
conducting and completing the study. Being a member of the Black communities and the 
larger United States society, my interactions and experiences have exposed me to the 
knowledge and messages that Black men and women have difficulties in establishing and 
maintaining long-term stable romantic relationships with one another. The statistics on 
Black marital status and quality of intimate romantic relationships sadly corroborate the 
common myth and attitude in society that Black men and women do not desire marriages 
or steady romantic relationships. Therefore, my hope in conducting this study was to give 
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voice to the experiences of Black men and women in their efforts to fulfill their desires to 
cultivate and maintain intimate romantic relationships.  
I was excited about conducting this research. For as a family therapy scholar, 
researcher and clinician, my passion has always been to explore and understand Black 
individuals, couples and families within their socio-contexts. The experience of 
recruitment of Black participants on a study regarding their lived experiences around 
their coupling processes and relationships was intriguing and insightful. Participants’ 
initial contact with me confirmed a critical importance of cultural awareness and 
sensitivity in conducting research with Black population. Before we met for the interview 
procedure, several of the participants inquired about my motivation and interest on the 
topic of Black male-female coupling relationships. They wanted to know if I was just 
interested in doing this study in order to complete my doctoral requirement or if I had 
future intentions to “truly help understand the relationship problems between Black men 
and women.” The concerns, curiosities, passions, relational and emotional risks as well as 
the time those participants gave in giving voice to their coupling experiences and 
relationships have encouraged and inspired me throughout the process of completing this 
study to handle and present their stories with the trustworthiness, realness and sincerity  
the stories conveyed. 
As a result of my own personal experiences with the topic under exploration, I 
was heavily involved in reflexive (cultural) bracketing, as I indicated above. This was 
done by keeping a journal and memos that detailed my experiences, emotions, insights 
and questions throughout the research process. While my personal experience with the 
phenomenon under study afforded me an advantage to connect with participants because 
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I am somewhat aware of the difficulties and factors that may be affecting the intimate 
romantic relationships between Black men and women, it also required me to be 
diligently engaged in identifying personal values, background and cultural assumptions 
that might have prevented me from connecting with participants and their experiences. 
During the interview, analysis and interpretation processes, I made sure that I was 
mindful of, and steadily identified, my own personal values, experiences and biases, so as 
to prevent connecting subjectively with participants’ experiences or narratives. My hope 
in this was to make sure that I was not compelled to assume that I knew exactly what they 
thought, felt, meant, etc., thus failing to seek clarification, elaboration or draw out 
contradictions in the narratives. Constant memo writing, journaling, consulting with my 
advisor, critical colleagues and experts on this topic, and member checking allowed me to 
bracket my internal suppositions, while making sure that I did not bracket out the external 
suppositions in which the phenomenon was embedded. These processes allowed me to 
better understand the essence of the phenomenon under investigation, and provided 
trustworthiness and credibility in the research process and its findings.    
  It was my expectation that this qualitative study will provide never-married 
heterosexual Black men and women opportunities to give voice to their own lived 
experiences of coupling. I anticipated that through self-reflective descriptions and 
interpretations of their experiences, participants—as well as other never-married Black 
men and women—may become aware of, and recognize, their attitudes, beliefs and 
values about intimate romantic relationships among heterosexual Black men and women.  
At the end of each interview, participants expressed gratitude for the opportunity to 
give voice to their coupling experiences and particularly to share their views and passions 
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for Black male-female romantic relationships. Their struggles, passions and desires to 
cultivate and maintain stable, loving and enduring romantic relationships confirmed some 
of my assumptions (highlighted in Chapter 4) going into this study that Black men and 
women do desire romantic relationships with each other and that factors related to their 
socio-historical and socio-cultural locations in society may be contributing to the 
difficulties they have in nurturing this desire into reality. Like our ancestors, the courage 
and resilience to continue to desire and actively pursue strong, loving and enduring 
romantic relationships with one another within the contexts and backdrops of 
insurmountable historical and contemporary devaluation and marginalization of Black 
people have challenged me to continue in lifting the voices and shining light on the 
romantic relational struggles and triumphs of Black women and men.     
As a couple and family therapist, it is my hope that by conducting this qualitative 
hermeneutic phenomenological study, other couple and family therapists (CFTs) will 
benefit from the research. I anticipate that CFTs will be able to read the accounts of 
single and coupled never-married Black men’s and women’s dating experiences and thus 
gain deeper understanding (as in verstehen) of participants’ experiences, attitudes, values 
and beliefs regarding their endeavors to cultivate and maintain intimate romantic 
relationships. My hope is that better knowledge and understanding of never-married 
heterosexual Black men’s and women’s experiences of coupling will help CFTs in 
providing effective therapeutic service to singles and coupled men and women in their 
efforts to partner and sustain stable intimate romantic relationships. Additionally, I hope 
that the narratives of these participants will further help in the empirical understanding of 
the ways in which socio-historical, socio-cultural, and socio-structural factors influence 
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Black male-female coupling processes and relationships. Moreover, I hope that CFTs as 
well as other social scientists will have a clear understanding of the contextual world of 
intimate romantic partnering among never-married heterosexual Black men and women. 
I am grateful for the opportunity to build on the foundational works of generations 
before me on Black families, couples and individuals as well as the chance to contribute 
to elucidating our understanding of Black male-female intimate romantic experiences and 
relationships. I am also grateful to the participants, for they have thought me much 
through their narratives of the pain, joy, struggle, sacrifice, resilience, love, strength, and 
wisdom to navigate the terrain of  “the love and trouble” of Black male-female romantic 
relationships and coupling processes.         
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List of Mental Health Agencies and Therapists around Philadelphia, PA 
 
CLINIC NAME  ADDRESS PHONE # 
Hall-Mercer Community 245 South 8
th
 St. 
Philadelphia, PA 19107 
www.med.upenn.edu/hallmercer/ 
215-829-5433 
Southwest Counseling 
Center 
6408 Woodland Ave. 
Philadelphia, PA 19142 
www.philadelphia.pa.networkofcare.org 
 
215-596-8163 
Drexel University Office of 
Counseling and Health 
201 Creese Student Center 
3141 Chestnut St. 
Philadelphia, PA 19104 
www.drexel.edu/studentlife/ch/ 
215-895-1660 
Intercommunity Action, Inc. 
(Interac) 
6012 Ridge Ave. 
Philadelphia, PA 19128 
www.intercommunityaction.org 
215-487-1330 
Penn Council for 
Relationships 
4025 Chestnut St. 
Philadelphia, PA 19104 
www.councilforrelationships.org 
215-382-6680 
Philadelphia Area Couples 
Counseling Alliance 
www.acenterformarriagecounseling.com 888-242-1720 
Philadelphia College of 
Osteopathic Medicine  
Center For Brief Therapy 
4190 City Ave. 
Philadelphia, PA 19131 
 
215-871-6487 
Philadelphia Mental Health 
Center  
1235 Pine St. 
Philadelphia, PA 19107 
www.philamentalhealth.org 
215-735-9379 
Temple University 
Community Counseling 
Clinic 
Weiss Hall 
13th St. and Cecil B. Moore Ave 
Philadelphia, PA 19122 
www.temple.edu/psychology/psc/ 
215-204-7331 
The Ladipo Group 255 South 17
th
 St., Suite 1106 
Philadelphia, PA 19103 
www.theladipogroup.com 
215-645-7117 
Women's Therapy Center 1315 Walnut St., Suite 1517 
Philadelphia, PA  19107 
www.womenstherapycenter.org 
215-567-1111 
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